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      Chapter 1: Meeting Gandalf the Archmage
    

     

    “The Golden Lane was originally built as lodgings for the guards and gatekeepers of the Prague Castle. As metalworkers and alchemists came to live there during the 16th century with the development of commerce, it was formally named the ‘Golden Lane,’ just as it is now! Now, let’s have everyone go in and freely look around! You have one hour! Be sure to gather here again within the time limit!” shouted the guide at the distracted kids.

    ‘Hehehe, where else can I experience such extravagance? A man has to swim with the big fish after all. Uhahahaha!’

    Just two months after beating the competition and entering Daehan High School, the school known as Korea’s most prestigious institution, I boarded an airplane for the first time in my life.

    Though my father was a well-off fund manager and my mother was a music professor, the two of them were immensely stingy. They never failed to go on trips around the world for a month or two every year, but they were extremely cruel to their precious, precious, one and only son. During my stormy period of adolescence, when I asked them why they treated me like someone they’d picked up off the street, my parents very simply laughed at my resistance and trampled over my rage.

    ‘Males must be raised with a strong hand in order to survive’ — such was my father’s ridiculous opinion.

    My mother backed him up, saying, ‘All the expenses you’re using right now are the blood and sweat of your father and mother. Do you want to become a thankless child who carelessly wastes that blood and sweat?’

    It wasn’t a safari wilderness simulation game or anything, yet my parents raised their only child with such severity.

    After that, I saw that there was no one in the world who I could trust, and spent every single day studying until my nose would start bleeding.

    And then, the school I had chosen, Daehan High School. It was the high school that the president of the Daehan Group, the biggest business in Korea and among the top in the world, was the director. From the moment you entered, to the day of your graduation, all the expenses and pocket money you needed for school life were provided by the Daehan Group.

    Therefore, it was said to be harder to be accepted into than Seoul University, but I was able to get into such a school. As a benefit, I was currently able to enjoy a paradise-like 10 days 11 nights school excursion in eastern Europe.

    “Hyuk, let’s go sightseeing. Hehe.”

    While I was preoccupied with my thoughts, Joong-hyun, my friend who looked like the friendly guy next door, dragged me along with his chubby hand.

    “Okay. Huhuhu.”

    No matter how miserly my parents were, this was their one and only son’s school excursion. I was generous enough to at least buy them a souvenir or two.

    ‘Alchemists? Did they really live here?’

    Upon entering the Golden Lane, I saw charming buildings and a wide assortment of nice-looking handicrafts behind the windows. Perhaps it was because the ancestors of this place had been gold metalworkers and alchemists, the many kinds of ornaments I saw were more than enough to catch my attention.

    “Wow, pretty!”

    “Looks like it’s made of gold.”

    “Hoho, it would suit me perfectly well if I wore it.”

    The clear female voices I heard while sightseeing with Joong-hyun.

    Seo Yerin.

    The representative of Daehan High School’s first years, she was the embodiment of beauty. Blessed with a height of 167 cm (5’5″), long black hair, big eyes, and milky, porcelain skin, she was a goddess with a graceful disposition, a rare woman any guy would want to call their girlfriend.

    Today as well, she was blooming like an exceptionally brilliant, elegant lily among the chattering weeds. Her long black hair was neatly held back with a plain-looking blue headband, and her smile was more beautiful than the moonlight in May.

    As she looked at a hairpin through a small window with some friends, her ebony eyes that matched her distinctively pale white skin were shining.

    “Is there something good? Hehe.”

    Joong-hyun, who was more friendly with the girls than the male students due to his cheeky nature, thoughtlessly dragged me straight into the girls.

    The girls instantly turned to look, and I happened to meet eyes with Yerin. A gentle smile floated to her lips upon seeing me.

    ‘Whoa? Is she smiling right now while looking at me?’

    I was a person who had survived the brutal wilderness hell that baby lions experienced and was right at the age when a boy began yearning for manhood. I had set aside my thoughts of women in order to get accepted into Daehan High School, and truly, this school was everything I had dreamed of. Contrary to the idea that people who studied well were physically unattractive, the school had some rather charming women. The saying that accomplished children rose from humble families was entirely a thing of the past. These days, with the waters so dirtied from pollution, you could only raise an accomplished child by maintaining a high quality environment, a world that was truly heartless and specialized. That was how the world where such high caliber children were raised was maintained.

    “Wow! So pretty!”

    Having squeezed through the throng of girls, Joong-hyun was looking at the platinum hairpin embedded with many blue jewels.

    “It’s well made.”

    The hairpin was so exquisite and vintage that my mother’s collection of jewel hairpins couldn’t even compare. Shaped like a long shell, the hairpin was enough to make even a guy like me desire it.

    “Whoa!”

    However, I exclaimed at the logical price tag. ‘$10,000… my god!’ The hairpin was worth a fortune. I couldn’t close my gaping mouth.

    “It’s pretty, right, Hyuk?”

    When I was gaping in surprise, I heard what must surely be an auditory hallucination. A woman’s voice that was like the tinkling of a mystical silver bell was affectionately speaking my name.

    “Huh?”

    It was the voice of an elegant lily that had just started to bloom, Seo Yerin. The being whose intellectual beauty was far more delightful than any of the members from the popular Maiden’s Generation or Girl’s Night had called my name.

    
      [T/N: Spoof of Girl’s Generation and Girl’s Day, popular Kpop girl groups.]
    

     “It’s fine, I guess.”

    But I replied with a voice so apathetic that it surprised even me.

    “Really? I think it’s really pretty…" The lily wilted, as if hurt by my words.

    ‘Kya, if you were to wear it, you’d be the ultimate goddess of beauty.’

    Those who had looks and smarts like Yerin’s should be nationally protected.

    ‘For it to be ten thousand dollars… tch.’ If I could, I wanted to give one to her as a present. But being the still young lion that I was, I hadn’t grown yet to the point of making money.

    “Seo Yerin, should I buy you one as a souvenir?”

    ‘What’s with this rude voice?’

    Near the sacrosanct site where I was talking to Yerin for the first time, came an arrogant, cocky voice. A mean little lion had sauntered over here with two baby wolves by his side.

    ‘Hwang Sung-taek.’

    Called the Crown Prince among the first years, he was the brat trying to dominate with his rank as the eldest son of the Ohsung group. He was still young in his years, but the punk’s face was full of boredom. The hyena brat was raking his lustful gaze over the body of the precious lily next to me.

    “No thanks.”

    At Hwang Sung-taek’s words, Seo Yerin transformed into a rose adorned with scary thorns and walked away with those cold words.

    “Haha! Just let me know, anytime. I always have space for you in my generous heart,” Sung-taek called boorishly to Yerin’s leaving back.

    ‘What a waste.’

    It was a golden opportunity to get closer to Yerin on this foreign land. The air between us had been charged with something… different. But a nuisance had flown in before our meeting could even begin.

    “Let’s go, Joong-hyun.”

    “Hm? O-okay.”

    There was no reason to stick around Hwang Sung-taek and his cronies.

    “Kang Hyuk, lemme give you some advice.”

    The moment I was about to leave with Joong-hyun, I heard Hwang Sung-taek’s cold voice.

    “What?”

    There was no need for me, a 185 cm (6′) tall Taekwondo fourth-degree black belt and Kumdo 3rd dan, to cower. I turned my head and looked down on the 170 cm (5’7″) loser Hwang Sung-taek.

    
      [T/N: Kumdo is the Korean version of Kendo.]
    

    “Seo Yerin is mine. If you want to go through school life peacefully, keep your head down.”

    Hwang Sung-taek was getting ahead of himself, emboldened by the two wolf pups by his side. He didn’t know a single thing about me. The only things I feared in this world were my parents and our family motto of ‘truth’.

    With a smirk, I lightly tapped Hwang Sung-taek’s shoulder.

    “Hwang Sung-taek. You, do you know who you owe for living so well?”

    “…..”

    At my sudden words, Hwang Sung-taek was briefly stunned.

    “I’d say that it’d be the major shareholder who has a whole 10% of Ohsung’s shares. You owe your livelihood to them, so you shouldn’t live so recklessly.”

    Hwang Sung-taek made a dumbfounded expression at my words.

    “If you keep throwing your money around like this, your grandpappy who nicely cultivated the stockholders will…”

    Swish. Instead of using words, I drew a line over my neck.

    “Do your best, kiddo.”

    I tapped Hwang Sung-taek’s skimpy shoulder once again before turning around.

    “S-Stop right there, you crappy piece of dog shit!”

    But I didn’t stop, since I wasn’t a dog shit.

    
      Swooosh!
    

    Just then, I felt the energy of a fist flying towards my back.

    
      Bam!
    

    I instinctively whirled around and kicked out.

    “Ugya!”

    And, seeing the foot that had stopped right in front of his chin, the little wolf pup froze without even breathing. In front of the dominating lion, the fools were trembling like dogs.

    “I’ll only warn you once. Next time… you’ll pay.”

    There was no need to say much. For these guys who couldn’t even be called bullies, it was a waste to use my fist.

    “Tch.”

    Hundreds of kids had been let loose into the Golden Lane. Kids were shouting and having a good time all over the place. Joong-hyun had also somehow disappeared in the crowd. Ever the devoted son, he had surely gone to pick out a present for his mom.

     

    ‘Why is this alley so quiet?’

    I had split away from the kids who were having fun with the ample pocket money they had gotten from their parents and was looking around when I noticed a small alley. It wasn’t very different from other alleys, but there were no people to be seen inside. Actually, the others were busily passing by like they couldn’t even see the alley.

    ‘Huhu, fools. The good stuff is in places like this.’

    Regardless of how heartlessly my parents treated me, they were my irreplaceable father and mother. It was now time to purchase a present for them. We had to return to Korea tomorrow, so today was the last chance for shopping.

    “Goodness, these days you can see Korean letters even in a place like this.”

    Before entering the alley, I had seen the familiar creations of King Sejong the Great written in large letters in front of the shops. Perhaps as a testament to how many Koreans had come here, after English and Japanese, there was a sentence written in Korean in front of the shop doors.

    
      [T/N: A bit of Korean history — King Sejong invented the modern written Korean language. Before, Chinese-derived characters were used.]
    

    The sentence was this: ‘Inexpensive wares. Come take a look. However, no bargaining.’

    My face flushed. I couldn’t explain my feeling of embarrassment.

    “Great Wizard? Archmage?”

    Raising my flushed face, I peered into the deserted alley and saw a small store. It had blue-tinted windows, so I couldn’t look inside. But an English word, Archmage, had been written on the door.

    ‘What’s this? Are they the descendant of an alchemist?’

    For some reason, my curiosity was piqued.

    ‘Should I go in?’

    Even if this place wasn’t well known, there was sure to be something nice in a small store unfrequented by people. That definitely had to be the case. Currently, my wallet was so light that there was more dust in there than money.

    Ti-ring. A clear bell sounded as I opened the heavy wooden door.

    ‘Wo-aah!’

    An exclamation burst out of me unbidden.

    It looked like an unassuming small shop on the outside, but the interior was full of intricately crafted treasures you could tell were amazing masterpieces with one glance. From jeweled cases to earrings, necklaces, hairpins, and all sorts of accessories, there were even ceramics that clearly looked antique and baubles that looked as if nobles from the Middle Ages would have used them.

    Gulp. I swallowed my saliva.

    ‘Jackpot.’

    Moreover, I saw a generous-looking old man dozing behind the counter. With a white beard that wisped down to his belly and a stylish ivory-colored robe, he looked really similar to Gandalf from the movies.

    ‘If this goes well, it could be frickin’ awesome.’

    I heard from internet news stories that treasures capable of turning your life around were found in antique stores like this. A tingly feeling of expectation coursed through me.

    ‘Kuku, this is gonna be a piece of cake.’

    The Czech grandpa looked friendly for sure. He was napping with a large crystal ball in front of him.

    “Ahem! A-hem!”

    First off, I woke the grandpa up by clearing my throat. Maybe because I had grown up in the eastern land of courtesy, I first wanted to let him know that a customer had come.

    ‘Huh?’

    But even at my throat clearing, Gandalf didn’t open his eyes at all. He made a look of annoyance as if hearing a dog bark and continued to sleep while rubbing his ear.

    ‘Is, is he a master?’

    There was a saying that when a storekeeper reached the highest level, he could tell if a customer was rich or not simply from their smell. The fact that he didn’t get up even though I had come in was definitely because he had accurately determined that I was poor.

    But I wasn’t one to retreat like this.

    It was a certain fact that if I were to get even one of the items in this store, my parents wouldn’t call me a rude brat anymore.

    “H-Hallo!”

    I raised my hand and flashed a friendly, western-style smile, hoping that even though I didn’t have money, I might be able to get something if I was friendly.

    At that instant, the drowsing Gandalf’s eyes opened wide. And then, he delivered a shocking message.

    “What’s with the rude ‘hi’? If you’re in front of an adult, you should immediately lower your head. Tsk tsk, kids these days…”

    Coming into my ears was the all too familiar cadence of perfectly spoken Korean. Gandalf had such an outstanding command of a Korean elder’s speech that one might believe he was a village old timer if not for his appearance.

    Following that, Gandalf unleashed a critical hit.

    “You. You don’t have money, right?”

    My body stiffened in a state of shock. Under the unfamiliar skies of eastern Europe, I had met a grandpa who was Czech only in appearance. Even I, who had nothing to fear, reached a state of mental overload at this sudden situation.

    ‘H-how did he know that I was Korean? And what’s with that natural native accent!’ For the first time in my life, I experienced the feeling of being thunderstruck. No, this was the second time after my parents announced I would be living life like it was a wilderness simulation. I stared blankly at Gandalf’s golden eyes.

    “Kuku. You’re wondering how I knew you were Korean, right? And how I can speak Korean this well, right?”

    ‘Maybe he’s a Western shaman?’

    If he hadn’t possessed me, then how else could he know my inner thoughts so well? I realized I was unknowingly nodding and returned to my senses.

    ‘Is, is he seriously a mage? Heh, no way…’

    The shop name that had been written on the sign, “Archmage,” flashed through my head. But no matter how I thought about it, there was no way a mage could exist in a world where tombs were made on the moon.

    “That’s right, I’m a mage.”

    “Ah!”

    ‘That’s… ridiculous!’

    Was he saying that there were people who could read minds? This foreign shaman was boldly calling himself a magician, one that didn’t just use trickery. He was definitely wrong in the head.

    “Who are you?”

    I gulped anxiously as I asked his identity. Though it wasn’t as if I had received my formal education on fantasy, there was no sane person in this world who would seriously call themselves a mage, especially if that person looked as if they were long past their prime.

    “Tsk, tsk. Kids these days don’t believe in what adults say. D’you think I would lie at an age like this?”

    That astonishing folksy command of the language just kept flowing from his mouth. It felt as if this wasn’t a shop in the Czech Republic, but in Korea.

    ‘I’ve been possessed by a ghost. It’s probably because I haven’t eaten any kimchi in the past few days.’ No matter how many times I heard it, I just couldn’t get used to Gandalf’s native fluency. ‘This is dangerous.’

    A warning sizzled up my spine and sparked through my body. I could feel a bizarre feeling emanating from the crazy Czech man who called himself a so-called mage. It was now that I also noticed letters and figures of an unknown language in the shop. It occurred to me that it might be the rune language that appeared in fantasy novels.

    I hesitantly inched my way to the door.

    “What, you’re just gonna leave? If you don’t have money, I could just give it to you…”

    At those words, my legs ignored their owner’s will and stopped dead in their tracks.

    ‘FREE!’

    A reward quest that was worth the danger!

    ‘That’s right, in a globalized world like today, he might be able to speak a foreign language. And he might be able to read a person’s intent a bit. Since he’s that old, he must’ve learned mind reading or something.’

    My mind suddenly scrambled to reassure itself.

    I flashed my signature detached smile to Gandalf, who was scanning me with his inscrutable, peculiar eyes.

    “Ha, haha! You are truly fluent in Korean.”

    Even as I spoke, my eyes were working hard to scan every part of my surroundings. At that age, he probably wouldn’t lie. My eyes locked onto the item that would cost the most.

    ‘I’m so lucky today.’

    Not only did I score a conversation with Yerin, I happened to stumble into a store called “Archmage.” The only problem was that the owner had otaku fantasy mania, but other than that, there was no problem.

    “I’m not lying. Out of the items here, pick out the one you want the most. I’ll give it to you as a present.”

    This mage grandpa really did look as good-natured as the Gandalf from the Lord of the Rings! At his incredible offer, my grin stretched from ear to ear.

    ‘Kuhaha! Jackpoooot!’

    I had no idea that something like this would happen in this tough world.

    “You do not have to go so far, but since an adult said so, I will swallow my sense of honor and pick one.”

    Before he went back on his words, I picked up a silver bracelet that had drawn me to it the moment I had laid eyes on it.

    ‘Even if this big thing is a fake, I think I can still make some money out of it. Huhu, this is frickin’ awesome!’

    The silver bracelet was engraved with unknown patterns and letters. Glowing with a silver-platinum color, it was clearly a high class rare item. Furthermore, there were shining stones that looked like diamonds embedded inside the silver bracelet. It looked like it would fetch quite a price even if it was a fake.

    ‘I’m strangely drawn to it.’

    There were a number of other ornaments and items made out of gold, but I was peculiarly attracted to this silver bracelet. I could feel a shimmering energy so faint I might be imagining it from the bracelet.

    “Kukuku. Right, I see. Of course.”

    As soon as I raised the bracelet, Gandalf gramps nodded as he said something insensible.

    ‘Let’s run!’

    Now that he had picked one out, Gandalf gramps could change his mind. An urge to flee ran through me as I bent into a 90 degree angle.

    “Thank you for the meal.” Because I had been raised under polite home discipline, I sincerely relayed my thanks. Then, I whirled around.

    ‘Puhaha! This is so awesome!’

    I really liked this bracelet. Just holding it gave me the feeling that I had become rich.

    
      Ker-chunk.
    

    ‘Huh?’

    But that was as far as I went. The shop door wouldn’t open no matter how hard I tried. Despite my heaving and yanking, the door wouldn’t budge, like it was sealed shut with the strongest super glue.

    “Huhu…”

    And then, came a sinister laugh.

    The hair over my entire body stood on end.

    ‘St-stingy. He won’t tell me to give it back, right?’

    If it became a contest of strength, Gandalf gramps had nothing on me. But since I couldn’t do something like that, I’d have to give it back. No matter how much I wanted it, I wanted to avoid getting imprisoned as a thief in a Czech jail.

    “Since you’ve gotten a present, let’s go.”

    “What?”

    Surprised by Gandalf gramps’ sudden words of going, I turned my head.

    “Ah!”

    Right there and then, I felt myself freeze again.

    
      Tzzzzzz.
    

    At some point, Gandalf gramps had raised a strange stick. An intense, blue light was pouring into the room.

    “W-Why are you doing this? Isn’t this free?”

    I stuttered in spite of myself.

    “Free? Of course it’s free. That is, if you can survive. Kuhahahahahaha!”

    This time, my hands started shaking. Gandalf gramps had suddenly changed. He emanated a brilliance that was truly like that of an archmage.

    ‘Shit! What’s with this ridiculous situation?’

    The powerful force Gandalf was exuding rendered me unable to speak. I could only hear a single, cheerful word by my ear.

    “Sleep!”

    A magic incantation that only appeared in fantasy novels! I felt my entire body getting enveloped in a wave of irresistible energy.

    And then, I tightly closed my eyes. Unable to toss aside the delusion of “free,” my hands were still desperately clutching the silver bracelet.

    ‘Ah, fuck…’

    Utterly horrified, I coughed out a short breath and was plunged into a deep sleep.

    I couldn’t have ever imagined my very first thrilling taste of magic or the future ahead of me.

  
    
      Chapter 2: Hellish Magic Training
    

    
      

    

    ‘Gaaaahh!’

    A tingly energy made my whole body prickle like I had been bitten all over by bugs.

    “As the important component of elements like the sky, earth, fire, wind, and water, mana is the driving force that operates the world. For a long time, humans desired to harness the power of mana. Using the boundless talent granted to them by the Almighty God Adeine, humans sought a method to use nature’s power for many years.”

    
      Tzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.
    

    I opened my eyes and glared at the Bumdalf who had pretended to be Gandalf. It was one thing to annoy someone while they were asleep, but this old fart had also put me on top of a strange magic circle shooting sparks and was now giving a long speech. Even among kooky old men, there probably wasn’t one who was this much of a nutcase.

    ‘That was no damn magic; he definitely put sleeping powder on the bracelet.’

    Hard as I tried, I couldn’t believe it. How could magic exist within a civilization that used cutting edge technology? If magicians truly existed, then they would have already appeared in Youchube videos.

    “Magic puts an emphasis on communicating with nature. The hard-won fruit of the ancients who worked to harness the strength of that nature was the creation of magic. Thus the magic language, or runic, was born. Some said that magic was a gift given to mankind by a dragon amusing themself on the mortal plane. Others said that magic was a seed of evil planted in the human world by demons. But that was the ignorant manifestation of a sense of defeat by the foolish. The true root of magic was humans. The master of the world, the Great God Adeine, had chosen only the humans.”

    I was one step away from being driven insane by the shocking wave of electricity that was rippling through my body, but this Bumdalf was going on and on about a ridiculous magic theory.

    ‘Could it be mad cow disease?’

    How else could he write out a fantasy novel so calmly if he wasn’t somehow wrong in the head? Despite my pain, I couldn’t help but be suspicious of the mad cow disease that was still prevalent in Europe.

    “But the fertile age of magic did not last long. Addicted to the present dimension’s mana, magicians of darkness opened another dimension and summoned monsters from the demon world, giving way to a terrible ravenous ambition that would swallow the world. And thus began the long, long war between humans and the magicians of darkness. It could be called a proxy war between gods and devils, a divine war.”

    Hearing old fart Bumdalf so fully immersed in emotion, like he was telling a story from long ago, even I was made to listen closely despite my pain.

    “And then, the dragon appeared. A dragon from another dimension was summoned by the Great God’s permission in order to preserve mankind, which had been driven to near extinction. Thus ended the First Divine War. The humans, who had once been the rulers of the land, entered a long, long period of a magic ice age while suffering the contempt of the dragon and other races.”

    Bumdalf was grinding his teeth as if he really were angry.

    ‘Tsk tsk, he’s totally off his rocker.’

    It seemed like the man had written a proper fantasy novel with his imagination. There was no way something like that could have happened in the history of the earth. Of course, Bumdalf had said that magic users had existed, but no human would have had the guts to fight a war with devils. Besides the hotshot bluffing warriors who appeared in Greek and Roman myths, of course.

    “That’s why I became a mage. I wanted to return everyone who dared to disrupt the land that mankind should have ruled over— the demons, the various races, and even the dragon—to whence they came. By my hand!”

    The real name of this Czech gramps who was incessantly spewing madness was Aidal.

    My fear withered away and gave way to pity.

    ‘Well, in this rough world, it’s probably not too bad to become so fully crazy.’ If you were only half crazy you’d probably be called a weirdo, but if you were to become perfectly bat-shit crazy, then no one would be able to call you out. Even a mental hospital would pay money to reject someone like that.

    “Kekeke, I trained in magic like crazy, and became an 8th Circle mage, a stage that hadn’t been reached in all of human history. And that was when I was exactly ninety-nine years old, too.”

    ‘Tch, this is interesting.’

    When writing a novel, you had to intersperse realistic lies to make it fun. Even while suffering electrifying pain, I could feel that I was engrossed. It was like stumbling across an interesting work of fiction after a long dry spell.

    No matter how you sliced it, old fart Bumdalf Aidal didn’t look much older than seventy. Looking at him proudly claiming that he had become an archmage at the ripe old age of ninety-nine, you really had to admire that mental world of his. Even so, it didn’t seem like he was the paint-the-walls-with-poop kind of crazy. Rather, he came across as a pure and beautiful soul who was still dreaming about a fantasy. Even Don Quixote would call him an elder brother.

    ‘Now all that needs to come up is dimensional travel.’ Enjoying the story, I tried my hand at predicting the next part.

    “But that was as far as I went. Even during the lost Magic Era, the 9th Circle was a godly domain not permitted to humans. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t rise to the 9th Circle. Bloody hell, damn it…”

    He spat out the very familiar words ‘bloody hell’ and ‘damn it’. Such frustration was necessary in order to proceed with the story.

    “Even though I wanted to attain 9th Circle magic and attempt a mana change! Like a dragon, I wanted to become a handsome man through polymorph magic and have all the world’s women… Arggghhh!”

    Now he was suddenly spouting a very human idea.

    ‘H-have all the world’s women… Guh!”

    As I reeled in pain from the shock that followed his frustration, Bumdalf Aidal paid zero heed to me and continued with the next part of the story.

    “Ahem, even so, it was still worth living. Before I knew it, I became the master of a magic tower, and every empire and kingdom was desperate to curry favor with me. Kuku, worldly treasures and endless research funds poured in at the start of every year. I passed a hundred years of age and was somehow able to find solace. I could restore my youth to some extent with 8th Circle magic anyways, so I was able to hit it off with the fresh chicks in no time at all! If only I hadn’t met that bastard. Urgh!”

    Aidal’s life story was getting more exciting. I knew it was fiction, but my ears were keenly tuned in to his dramatic telling. There was still a tinge of tingling in my body, but I was so immersed in the story that I was able to forget the pain.

    “T’was a very windy day. When I had just finished writing a polite letter asking every kingdom to quickly send me the princesses who would become my wives, that bastard appeared. He was a truly shit-faced bastard!”

    Even I was curious about who it was. The story was pretty watertight. I felt like if I could just return to Korea, I could even debut as a writer with this story as a base.

    “It was a shock. A bastard who hadn’t even reached his forties challenged me to a magic duel. Me, the 8th Circle Archmage Aidal himself!”

    As if recalling that moment, lightning sparked from Bumdalf Aidal’s eyes.

    ‘A dragon came to have some fun? Or a devil?’ I tried guessing who had appeared.

    “At first, I thought he was a silly novice and magnanimously showed him mercy. My temper is as sharp as a blade, so I normally just burn alive the little shits that charge at me. But I held back since that was a felicitous day when I had made my first step towards getting married.”

    ‘M-maybe he’s not an archmage, but a sorcerer instead? And one that made the world quiver, at that…’

    Otherwise there would be no reason for empires and kingdoms to send him bribes, and an old man like him wouldn’t have been able to send invitations to bring forth the princesses. If he had been an honorable, good-tempered mage, he wouldn’t have even dreamt of getting married at a hundred years of age.

    “But the bastard just smirked at me. Kyaa, I was crazy. To have agreed to the duel without knowing that I was being baited.”

    Though it would have been fun to listen to a story like this while eating chicken and drinking a cola, my regrettable situation unfortunately didn’t allow that.

    “At first I very lightly tried to burn the bastard to death with a 3rd Circle Lightning magic. But the guy dodged with an Air Shield like he’d been waiting for it. I thought to myself that he was pretty good. To be at the 4th Circle at that age, he was on the level of geniuses.”

    For such a ripe old gentleman, he sure commanded a rich vocabulary. It didn’t sound awkward at all to me.

    “That roused my interest a bit. So this time, I resolved myself and unleashed Burn Flare, a 5th Circle spell. Since I was serious, it was a powerful magic that could destroy a pretty good castle wall, you see. But no, that rotten, moldy, son of a bitch deflected it with a Fire Ball! I mean, does it make sense for a 5th Circle spell used by a 8th Circle mage to be blocked by a 2nd Circle spell?!”

    The moment Bumdalf asked me, I found myself shaking my head. According to my fantasy knowledge, that was impossible.

    “I felt something was wrong then and should have stopped. But being just one hundred years old and still in my prime, I lacked patience.”

    “….”

    Aidal was nonchalantly spouting words that were three or four times beyond just being surprising. I waited for the next part of the story with anticipation.

    “My anger boiled over. So then, I prepared the 7th Circle magic that I had spent several minutes memorizing every day just in case. Since 7th Circle mages were the upper limit in all the magic towers and empire courts at the time, I thought it would end there with that. But no, that shitty, poop-faced bastard just fanned himself with his hand as if it were hot inside that 7th Circle Blizzard magic and refused to fall over! Gaah, I’m so fucking mad.”

    I could see it all in my mind’s eye. To think there was a guy who would fan himself inside a 7th Circle magic! Next, next!

    This situation had come about while I was asleep. The school field trip group was probably in an uproar because of my disappearance by now, but I couldn’t just stop here. This well and properly senile Bumdalf gramps’ story was so interesting that it made my hands sweat.

    ‘It’s a dragon. Definitely.’

    I had a great deal of fun making guesses of my own.

    “So rude. For a newborn calf who was probably in his forties to block a 7th Circle spell… Kyaaa, I didn’t know that the bastard had a skill that wasn’t magic, but something else.”

    “Wh-what was it?”

    “You, you thought to yourself that it was a dragon, right? Haaah, it also suddenly occurred to me at that point that it might be the dragon looking for some fun, but it wasn’t. Even if it was a dragon just playing around, as a 8th Circle mage, I could surely recognize that energy.”

    ‘It’s not? Then what is it?’ I cursed my lack of imagination and blankly stared at Bumdalf’s white beard.

    “The only option left was to use 8th Circle magic. Actually, there aren’t very many 8th Circle attack spells. But each and every one has enormous power capable of destroying a fair-sized castle or so. Haah, to think that I completed such magic.”

    The gramps was tooting his own horn, and I was once again able to confirm that there was no cure for this man.

    ‘Seriously, how does the next part of the story go!’ Even if I died, I wanted to hear the next part.

    “It was then.”

    As if he knew my burning desire, Bumdalf gramps opened his wrinkled lips again.

    “That was when that orc penis shitface put forth a devilish proposal.”

    The foul-mouthed Bumdalf used curses like Korean teenagers did. I was incredibly curious about the orc dingus’ proposal.

    “He said that if I finished his incomplete magic circle, he would admit his defeat. Actually, not to brag, but I wasn’t just the best at spell chanting, but also at magic circle drawing and theory, including alchemy.”

    This Bumdalf gramps showered himself with praise every time he opened his mouth.

    “Of course, you agreed, right?" Having gotten used to the prickly energy digging into my body, I directly expressed my curiosity.

    “Yes, of course I did. I knew every type of magic circle that existed at that time. Actually, if I just knew the principle, I could easily figure it out by using my head a bit. There was no magic circle this marvelously brilliant Archmage Aidal could not solve. Kuhahahaha!”

    Now it was perfectly clear. A person had to be defeatable to be worth fighting. It was just my guess, but Bumdalf probably fell for the orc dingus’ scheme because he feared he wouldn’t be able to do anything to him with magic.

    “Ah! But the magic circle inside the bizarre cave that the rotten bastard led me to was one I had never seen before in my life. To think it was a magic circle from the lost Magic Era! That scoundrel!”

    ‘Magic Era? The Magic Era before the Divine War?’

    “But since I had already promised, I was helplessly trapped there and had to finish the magic circle. No, that magic circle aroused my passion for research for the first time in ages. It was more than enough to excite me.”

    Of course that was the case. For a mage who was stuck at the highest stage and unable to advance further, it was obvious that he would be more intrigued by an unsolvable magic theory than worldly matters.

    “For a few years, I researched the magic circle to death. A good several meters in size, there were dozens of high-level rune characters engraved in the large magic circle. I interpreted the runes and figures one by one and worked towards completing the loose ends. And with such speed that those little brats couldn’t have even imagined, too.”

    ‘Brats? It wasn’t just one person?’ My questions grew.

    “And then, one day, I was able to complete the magic circle. Puhahahaha! I perfectly analyzed and completed the magic circle from the great Magic Era, which even the legendary dragon wouldn’t have been able to complete.”

    ‘What impressive tenacity!’

    I was filled with awe for Bumdalf Aidal’s copious imagination, which allowed him to spout fantasies so vivid it felt as if he had truly lived it. It was enough to make me determined to become perfectly insane like that if I were to ever go crazy.

    “That’s when the bastards appeared. Euuurgh! Those despicable bastards, who wheedled the great Archmage Aidal into fulfilling their own ambitions! That’s when I realized. That the one who had tricked me into a duel was Yasmahal, the Tower Master of the secret Golden Magic Tower, and that every kingdom and empire’s court mages were involved. It was a plot devised by the underling mage shits to eliminate me, a great archmage! Keuaaaaahh!”

    Laughing and then crying, this Bumdalf Aidal mage sure was skillful at switching modes. He even shed tears as he wailed.

    ‘Wow~! He’s really good at acting!’

    He was delivering the perfect, full package of empathy. It was so convincing that one might believe he was a real archmage.

    “Kuhaha. But I couldn’t do as the bastards wanted. If they found out about the completed magic circle, it was certain that all the magic techniques from the Magic Era would fall into their wicked hands. Those stupid brats…” Lightning shot out like lasers from his eyes. “The bastards laughed. They laughed at me, who had squandered several years trapped like a fool in their scheme while under the guard of master level knights. But I laughed back at them. They had no idea that the magic circle they had led me to was a Dimensional Teleportation magic circle. Huhuhu.”

    “Ah!”

    Upon hearing that it was a Dimensional Teleportation magic circle, an exclamation inadvertently burst out of me.

    ‘M-Maybe he’s really a mage?' I thought he wasn’t, but the foreboding feeling in my heart was blaring out a warning.

    “And as they watched, I activated the Dimensional Teleportation magic circle. While silently clenching my teeth… Keuhaha, those idiots. There was no way they could figure out the magic circle no matter how much they struggled. After I, the great Archmage Aidal, perfectly mastered the magic circle, I modified it to only activate by my method. Kuhahahaha!”

    Aidal laughed in utter delight, clutching his stomach. And yet, he somehow looked pitiful at that moment.

    ‘Idiot, in the end, doesn’t that mean you used dimensional teleportation to run away?’

    It seemed like the poor fool hadn’t found a way back home yet. If this was all true, of course.

    ‘But is there really a world like that?’

    My curiosity grew and grew inside my heart. If what Bumdalf Aidal had said was true, then I wanted to go there at least once. A totally different world that Aidal had oppressed after becoming an archmage… All the Koreans who were living a painful reality out there might desire such a world.

    “So then, you were chosen.”

    ‘Eh?’

    Aidal’s calm voice yanked me out of my brief contemplation like a splash of cold water. The old fart had somehow regained his composure and was looking at me with gleaming golden eyes.

    “W-What?”

    “Huhuhu. You’ll go instead of me and take revenge.”

    “Go, go where?”

    “Where else? Did you think I was spouting lies up ’til now? I’m talking about the Kallian Continent, where I lived!”

    This bad-natured Bumdalf suddenly got mad and berated the blameless me.

    “Why do I have to be the one to go? If someone goes, shouldn’t it be Bum—I mean, Archmage Aidal? One can only live their later years in peace if they solve their own problems and finish what they started!”

    I wanted to get away from this crazy old man. I had a bad feeling that he would send me to that other world if he was really a Bumdalf.

    “Don’t wanna. I’m going to live in comfort now. Now that I’m nearing two hundred years of age, my joints are creaky and I don’t even have much of an appetite. Where are you telling your old master to go?”

    “M-Master?”

    “That’s right, Master. You accepted my proposal and even got a present.”

    “When? When did I get a present… ah! No way?”

    I suddenly felt something cold on my wrist. Somehow the silver bracelet had wrapped itself around my left wrist.

    “You and I have already undergone a mana succession ritual. You’re now no different from a clone of me, Aidal. Kuhahaha!”

    The crazy Bumdalf laughed uproariously.

    ‘Father! Mother!’

    I suddenly thought of my parents’ unfriendly faces. Why I wanted to see them so much today was a mystery.

    “If you’ve rested, then let’s start again.”

    “S-Start what?”

    Aidal’s actions were so unpredictable.

    “What else? It’s the original Mana Injection magic circle I developed for this day. Alright, prepare yourself. I’m activating it for real now.”

    “Wait! Please wait!” I called out to Bumdalf, who had frighteningly raised a staff while wearing a wicked smile. “This went through a safety inspection, right?”

    This thing glowing with myriad opaque colors called a magic circle didn’t seem like it had been properly made, considering Aidal’s questionable mental state.

    “Dunno. Some of the magic crystals were made in China, so there’s no guarantee. Then, here we go! Power up!”

    
      ZIIIIIIIIIINNNGGG!
    

    “GAAAARGGGHH!”

    Before I could even be surprised by his words that it was made in China, I was assailed by a surging energy. The last thing I remembered seeing was Bumdalf’s evil face. And then, I was out, all the while desperately praying to God that this was all a dream.

     

    

    “Fire Bolt!”

    I concentrated and unleashed Fire Bolt, a 1st Circle offensive spell, at a rabbit.

    
      Ba-ba-bam!
    

    But what kind of nice rabbit would let itself get hit by a lame mage’s Fire Bolt? Surprised by the magic that hit the ground, the rabbit began to scamper away.

    “Stop! Hey! At least leave a leg behind! Little bunny! Little bunny!”

    What I had received as weapons were a single chipped dagger and some lame 1st Circle attack spells.

    I chased after the rabbit like an idiot as it ran through the meadow, its plush rump quivering like it was being chased by a pervert.

    ‘STOP! I said stop! Waaah!’

    If I couldn’t catch the rabbit, I’d starve for the second day in a row. Even Lineage, a popular game these days, didn’t torment their beginner players like this.

    “Pant, pant…!”

    But the rabbit paid no heed to my desperate wish and ran far away.

    
      Flop.
    

    I breathed heavily as I laid down in the dense bed of wildflowers.

    “Damn… I’m gonna go crazy.”

    I felt like I was going to go crazy from this absolutely unbelievable reality. As I suffered the torment that followed my meeting with a crazy mage during my awesome eastern Europe school excursion, I missed my mom’s kimchi stew so much I could cry, even though she always calculated the cost of the food and put it on my tab.

    ‘Haah, so that’s how it is. This was all planned.’

    Right now, I was in some unknown grassland in Iceland, Europe. A month had passed since I woke up after nearly dying from the Aidal-original Mana Injection magic circle fueled by Made-In-China magic crystals. When I woke up, completely exhausted, I found myself alone in the wilderness.

    ‘For a mage to really exist… And for him to be a mage who came here from a different world with dimensional teleport, no less…’

    Everything was unbelievable. The fact that Bumdalf was an archmage was particularly unimaginable.

    ‘He rigged an illusion magic circle in the Golden Lane and was having fun fishing in order to find only the mana-sensitive people among the tourists.’

    While I was on the Mana Injection magic circle and resting, he told me all sorts of things that happened after he dimensionally teleported to an unfamiliar planet. He told me that at the time, a science-based civilization had begun to develop; the entire planet was at the peak of the Industrial Revolution.

    In such a world, he used magic to easily adapt and make a fortune. Back then, the earth hadn’t been so polluted and mana had been rather abundant, so apparently, he had been able to do all sorts of things with magic.

    He used magic to become a medicine peddler selling a panacea, entered a university to become a professor with his outstanding intellect, met Rockefeller and tried digging for oil with mana detection. He even told me that he had happened to meet Einstein while eating out and indirectly told him about the mana correlation theory that stated that time and space were closely related, thus leading him to publish the world’s general theory of relativity and nurturing him into a great scientist.

    These facts couldn’t be confirmed, but I had no choice but to believe them. Because to my shock, I was able to confirm with various pieces of evidence that this loon who called himself my master had enormous riches exceeding those of Bill Gates squirreled up in several places.

    Not far from where I was training, was an underground magic tower with dozens of floors. Inside were treasures and all kinds of rare items I’d never seen or heard of scattered about like rubbish.

    ‘This greedy Bumdalf!’

    Just thinking about it made me angry. This man had amassed a fortune in the world for about a hundred years, but right now, to me, he was only a truly cruel sicko of a mage.

    I could forgive everything up to the magic circle he made and subjected me to. I knew from my half-baked fantasy knowledge that magic started with feeling mana and accumulating it. But the special training that occurred afterwards… He forced me to undergo this survival special training with one dagger and the 1st Circle spell I’d barely begun to learn like this was some kind of video game.

    My belly growled.

    ‘I’m hungry. Shit.’

    The clouds floating past in the sky started to look like the menu items from the food stall in front of the school—odeng, kimbap, and tempura of every kind.

    
      [T/N: Odeng is processed fishcake in a light broth. In Korea, food stalls like this sell cheap food in little cups. So good.]
    

    ‘I could starve to death if this goes on.’

    It was currently my highest priority to survive under the callous hand of my master Bumdalf, whose sanity wandered to and fro.

    ‘I see, that’s it! Huhuhu. Didn’t think of that.’ While on the verge of going mad from hunger, I suddenly thought of a spell.

    “Little bunny, you’re dead now.”

    Many rabbits inhabited this grassy area. I searched for a rabbit, thinking of the magic that had popped into my head. Then, my hand clumsily drew the runes as my will manifested.

    “Oh! A rabbit!”

    Just then, I spotted a fluffy rabbit munching on grass just several meters away. As the rabbit turned to look at me, I completed the magic incantation.

     

    * * *

     

    
      Ba-ba-bam!
    

    “Wow! He caught it!”

    
      Fwoooosh.
    

    ‘Geh! To think he’s already at that stage.’

    Kang Hyuk was the first disciple he had managed to snag in years. Hiding himself with invisibility magic, Aidal hovered around his disciple. There were fierce predators roaming this wilderness, including black bears. If left unattended, disaster could very well descend on his disciple, who had just learned 1st Circle magic.

    ‘I guessed he would be talented, but to think that he would grow accustomed to magic that fast…’

    1st Circle mages were as plentiful as fish in the sea on the Kallian Continent. If you had even a speck of mana affinity, you could learn 1st Circle magic. But Kang Hyuk was fundamentally different from those half-baked mages. Though he had come to be able to feel mana through the Mana Injection magic circle, there weren’t many people who could learn 1st Circle magic that quickly. Even Aidal himself, a magic genius of uncommon proportion, was only really able to use mana after three months. But this Korean boy named Kang Hyuk learned mana breathing within one month to utilize mana. Not only that, but he simply made and fired a Fire Ball even though he hadn’t been taught how to.

    “Kuhahaha! I’m a genius after all!”

    Having succeeded in hunting a rabbit by burning an area with fire, Kang Hyuk laughed heartily.

    A faint smile appeared on Aidal’s lips. He began to feel more warmth towards Kang Hyuk, who didn’t give up and was doing his best despite having been forced to become Aidal’s disciple.

    ‘You rascal, you might think you’re a genius, but starting from tomorrow, I’ll make you swallow those words. Kuku.’

    Aidal had also learned magic like this. He started as a combat mage rather than a theory mage and fought his way to the title of ‘Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal’. He knew that there was nothing more important in magic training than desperation. Mana was a fickle mistress you had to work to the bone for. Everything in the world was like that, but magic was even more so.

    When it came to mana, the more you loved her, the more she danced for you.

     

    * * *

     

    “As you know, the circle has been added to your body’s mana field.”

    ‘I know that too, you evil archmage!’

    Sitting with my legs crossed, I shoved Master Bumdalf’s words deep into my memory.

    “Mana breathing exists even in the Kallian Continent. The knights have a breathing technique exclusive to the knights, the mages have a technique for just the mages, and the summoners have one for summoners. The techniques are passed down in each respective field. Even I wasn’t able to find out why each one is different when I was on the Continent. But on Earth, after meeting him, it became glaringly obvious to me.”

    After becoming sure that he was a mage, I no longer scorned Master Aidal's words. No matter the reason why, as long as I was sure he wouldn’t release me back into the world, I needed every help I could get to survive. Plus, by nature, I was the type to persevere and see things to the end no matter what, so I was determined to challenge this interplanetary subject.

    “While I was traveling in Southeast Asia after coming to this world, China was in an extreme state of chaos. It was a time when the empire had collapsed, Japan was invading, and the nation was lying in ruins within the ranks of the Communist Party and the Guomindang. While I was traveling to China disguised as a British construction attendant, I met him. In a place called Zhangjiajie, I met an ascetic monk starving himself and dying while lamenting the corrupt world.”

    ‘So that’s the reason why he can speak most foreign languages.’

    “The mana breathing technique you built a foundation for in the past month is a technique I learned from the ascetic monk called internal chi meditation. I then reinterpreted it into a mana breathing technique. Once I encountered internal chi meditation from the ascetic monk, I finally understood. I understood why mages had to undergo difficult mana training, why knights could only use Aura Blade despite possessing a lot of mana, as well as how summoners could open dimensions and summon spirits with their weak mana.”

    This magic lesson couldn’t be compared to a normal cramming session. I focused my mind in order to capture every single word.

    “The difference lay in the danjeon. What the ascetic monk told me was that all natural energy, or mana, has no form, yet still exists. It exists, but cannot be said to be an existence—that is the true essence of natural energy. Humans randomly chose that natural energy, stored it in their danjeon, and began the accumulation of chi, or mana accumulation.”

    
      [T/N: Danjeon is the Korean term for dantian, the sea of qi. There are three main centers: the lower, middle, and upper.]
    

    At my master’s tranquil, friendly explanation, a small flame was ignited in my heart.

    ‘Have I also become a mage?’

    Just one month ago, I was merely an ordinary student who knew nothing. But now, I was training in occult magic that hadn’t existed in the world before.

    “Because of their desire for great physical strength, knights are instinctively easily corrupted, but they accumulate mana in their lower danjeon, which can produce a big mana field. Over many generations, they found a way to manipulate mana. That is the mana breathing technique of the knights. The mages who yearned not for physical strength but to harness the strength of nature within set laws accumulated mana not in the lower danjeon, but in the middle danjeon around the heart, which could store pure energy. Prioritizing communication with spirits more than mana, the summoners accumulated mana in the upper danjeon, near the crown of the head, where they could most purely feel the energy diffused in nature. This became the differentiating factor between knights, mages, and summoners.”

    ‘Mm, so there was such a deep theory.’

    No matter how much I learned and learned, there was no end to this thing called magic. It was so fun it made my heart boil.

    “Did the internal chi meditation you learned from the ascetic monk also include the term ‘multi-chi channeling,’ by any chance?”

    “Huh? How did you know that?”

    ‘Oh whaaat! So that multi-chi channeling I saw in wuxia novels was a thing?’

    I wasn’t that obsessed with fantasy or wuxia novels, but I enjoyed reading them once in a while to cool my mind off from studying. Enjoying the imaginary world on top of my bed with a tasty snack in hand was a heavenly resting style that only those who knew of it could enjoy. But now, the fantasy and wuxia that I had regarded as 100% false had gone from fiction to reality.

    “I don’t know how you know, but in the tome given to me by the ascetic monk, it was recorded as ‘Mystical Multi-Chi Channeling’. It’s an amazing mana technique that was nowhere to be found on the Kallian Continent.”

    ‘Does this Master Bumdalf have any limits? Jeez.’

    He surprised me every day, but after seeing the idle lifestyle that Master Bumdalf enjoyed, I was totally amazed.

    There were dozens of giant TVs installed in the central hall of the underground tower. The hall was filled to the brim with cutting-edge plasma TVs over 50 inches in size. And on those TVs, broadcasts from almost every nation on the planet were noisily blaring out in their native languages. Master Bumdalf enjoyed his time crying and laughing while watching those broadcasts. As someone who didn’t have much talent in languages, it was enough to garner my respect.

    “The most pure mana in the world gathers here, where the magic tower is. As you know, over many years of industrialization, the Earth’s mana has been severely polluted. That’s why, compared to when I first came to the Earth, at least half of the mana has been polluted or lost. Since the Earth’s mana was far lower than the Kallian Continent’s in quality and quantity to begin with, that pollution has a huge effect on those training magic. But since you met a good master, you can discard those worries. Just trust me and follow.”

    There it was—that dramatic phrase a man used to coax a woman. As Master Bumdalf stroked his white beard while uttering that cliché phrase, he wore an expression reminiscent of a kindergartener starved for praise.

    ‘Should I cry or should I laugh? Jeez!’

    “Once my master, always my master! With all my sincerity, I shall treasure Master’s grace deep within my heart!” I said, putting emphasis on ‘treasure’.

    Who would have thought that I would become a mage? I should have been living a dreamy school life while making lovey dovey eye contact with Seo Yerin, who I had just started to talk to. Bumdalf had rudely interrupted such an opportune period of my life. At first, I seethed with the desire to have him imprisoned on charges of abduction, but after more than a month, I had become quite fond of him.

    Master Bumdalf had the slight look of a grandpa who lived encrusted to his home while farming in the countryside. Every so often, he showed a look of indescribable longing. Sometimes, I could feel an incomprehensible yearning and loneliness in Master Bumdalf’s golden eyes.

    “If you feel that way, then I can’t sit around as your master. That’s right, today I opened a new hunting ground just for you. You should look forward to it. Huhuhu…”

    ‘Ah, of course. Dammit, that look of longing is…’

    The sicko master was happily shaking with a wicked laugh that didn’t match his age. I resented my innocence, which led me to misjudge the man for the briefest moment.

    ‘My family discipline is to blame for all this!’

    My family discipline, which had absolutely no connection to our household creed of ‘Honesty’, was undoubtedly the main culprit responsible for a soul as pure as mine being brought into this world.

    
      

    

  
    
      Chapter 3: Birth of a Great Disciple
    

     

    
      Squeeaal! SQUEAAAAAAL!
    

    “Mommy!”

    
      Thu-thu-thu-thu-thump!
    

    The saying ‘Always be modest’ applied to times like this.

    Buoyed by Master’s honeyed praise that no one in the history of magic had risen to the 2nd Circle so quickly, I went into the next trial with my head held high. However, upon experiencing the bitter hell that began after I was dropped off in a rather dense forest, I started crying. As my tears flowed, I realized the truth of the old saying.

    There weren’t any rabbits I could catch with magic here. Time passed and my hunger grew, leading me to an itty bitty lapse in judgment.

    ‘I’m fucking crazy! Graaah!’

    An immense bloodlust was raging behind me. It might be a slight exaggeration, but there was a boar the size of a bull running towards me like mad, its hide slightly tinged by my Fire Ball.

    Being a 2nd Circle mage was useless. I was made to feel with my entire body that circle awakenings and mana levels were not proportionate.

    ‘Ah, it’s not even a dagger, but a fucking club! Gaaah!’

    Even as I ran like crazy, I tasted the feeling of being driven to insanity as I looked at the wooden club in my hand. Being a Taekwondo fourth-degree blackbelt or a Kumdo 3-dan was no use. With such a miserable weapon, the jet-black boar and its quivering bacon were the essence of horror.

    ‘I’m gonna die!’

    My first ever full-course wilderness adventure was about to end with me getting hoofstomped to death by a boar. I desperately sought a way to survive.

    ‘I’m saved!’

    Just then, perhaps by the mercy of the mountain god, a huge boulder appeared in my view.

    I jumped up with all my might and flung my body on top of the boulder.

    
      Crash!
    

    “Geh!”

    At the same time that I jumped, the boar that had almost caught up to me crashed into the boulder due to inertia.

    ‘A-amazing!’ An incredible vibration was rocking my feet. If I had been rammed by that boar, it would have been difficult to find a shoe in the carnage.

    
      SQUEAL! SQUEAL! SQUEAAAAAAAL!
    

    The valiant Mr. Boar was perfectly fine even after ramming into the rock. It glared at me with bloodshot eyes as I shivered all over atop the rock. I was definitely a meal in its eyes, just like how I had thought of it as meat.

    ‘Isn’t this too much? What kind of 2nd Circle magic is this?’

    There were three parts to magic: mana, will, and manifestation. Having trained all three parts perfectly for the 2nd Circle spell Fire Ball, I realized that something was wrong. Master said that 2nd Circle magic was the beginning of a so-called mage’s training. But my perfectly cast Fire Ball wasn’t strong enough to blacken the boar’s sturdy hide and bristles.

    ‘For my current 2nd Circle mana level, even if I couldn’t kill it, my spell should have made that pig uncomfortable for at least 8 weeks. But it got off with 2nd degree burns… Argh! What in the world is Master hiding from me?! Gaaah!’

    The answer was clear.

    That short-term magic circle that used Chinese-made crystals was definitely showing its limitations—I started my mage journey with an insufficient foundation.

    
      Flop. SQUEAL! SQUEAL!
    

    ‘T-This little fucker!' While I was briefly lost in thought, the boar flopped onto its belly next to the 2 meter boulder, still radiating the fervent intent to gnaw and chomp on my bones.

    ‘I have to find a way! A way!’

    After a month of harsh training, all that was left of me were muscles and bones. My state of nutrition couldn’t even be compared to the boar’s stored fat reserves. I had an ominous premonition that I would go crazy from hunger in a day and fling myself at the boar.

    ‘Wait, now that I think of it…’

    Before dropping me off here, Master casually mentioned that there was nothing you could do about the size of your mana core. It was limited to what you were destined to have.

    ‘I might have reached the 2nd Circle, but I still don’t have enough mana. Plus, I’m simultaneously accumulating mana in the lower, middle, and upper danjeons, also known as mana cores, so it’s only natural that my mana quantity is low af.’

    Also, Master said I ascended to the 2nd Circle, but he didn’t tell me exactly how much mana you were supposed to have at the 2nd Circle.

    ‘That evil, pathetic, petty, sicko, old fart Bumdalf!’

    I internally spewed out a stream of curses.

    ‘It was called multi-chi channeling, right?’

    I suddenly recalled the multi-chi channeling mantra Master carefully translated to Korean and explained to me in detail, which I then engraved into my long-term memory while trapped on a mana accumulation magic circle.

    “If I can channel the diffused mana gathering in my mana core, then… that grilled pork bastard will…”

    I gave one last glare at the bull-sized boar that was testing the human Kang Hyuk’s willpower. Determination flaring within me, I closed my eyes.

    ‘Just you wait. I’ll definitely turn you into a roast.’

    My anger subsided as I sat down cross legged.

    ‘One became two, and it was called yin and yang. The five elements that make up the world were born of yin and yang. Each element became distinct from one another, and…’

    As I recited the mantra in my head, my breathing unconsciously evened out, and each breath became infused with the energy of Mother Nature. I was mana breathing.

    I filled my breaths with energy, opening the pathways Master had somehow drawn mana into.

    All in order to give that boar, who reminded me of my wicked master, a one-way trip to heaven.

    I, Kang Hyuk, was that kind of person. When being petty, I was incredibly petty. When being generous, my heart was greater than the Pacific Ocean. I was the biggest flip flopper, capable of being both a devil or an angel.

    That was who I was.

     

    * * *

     

    “Huuh…”

    Upon witnessing something that was difficult to believe despite seeing it with his own eyes, Aidal forgot he was under an invisibility spell and exclaimed out loud.

    It was a very strange feeling to watch a rare genius who easily grasped multiple concepts just by getting taught one thing. At one point in his life, Aidal had been known as the greatest magic genius on the Kallian Continent. He had never expected he would find a genius far more outstanding than himself in this world. Though it was true that Kang Hyuk’s murky internal energy was cleansed by a magic circle’s mana, that alone could not make the boy so outstanding.

    ‘He… has been a child of mana from birth.’

    Aidal thought of the grand magic Mana Clear, which could only be used by a mage of the 7th Circle or greater. Recipients of the spell would be cleansed of muddied internal energy and would gain a body and mana core that could hold pure mana. As a bonus, the cleansing of the body also developed the recipient’s intellect, allowing them to live a smooth and easy road as a mage.

    But no matter how important the disciple, mages did not carelessly cast this magic. The grand magic Mana Clear could not be cast using mana from nature. It was only possible to cast using the caster’s own accumulated mana, so quite a lot of mana would be lost. In the worst case scenario, the spell could even cause the caster's circles to collapse.

    Aidal had used that grand magic on Kang Hyuk for a whole month as he slept.

    ‘If it’s you, you can do it. Don’t give up. Kang Hyuk, my disciple. There’s not much time left now.’

    He thought of the Kallian Continent, which longed to return to but couldn’t. Even before meeting the ascetic monk, Aidal wandered all over the world seeking a way to return to the Kallian Continent. The Dimensional Teleport magic circle consumed an immense amount of pure mana. Therefore, he went from place to place seeking a location where pure mana gathered.

    In the process, he was enlightened by a casual sentence spoken by an ascetic monk who was dying while shouldering the entire world’s suffering and begging the heavens for forgiveness.

    Life and death have no boundaries. No matter where you are, nothing will change.

    The Kallian Continent would never welcome him back anyway and there wasn’t anything left for him to do there, so it was actually the Earth that he had traveled by foot that felt more like home to him.

    Even so, he absolutely wanted to get revenge on those who had made a fool out of him. More importantly, as a mage, it was far too regrettable to let his magic die with him. He wanted to go to the Kallian Continent and let each and every person know of the enlightenment he had gained. He would do that through his disciple, the disciple of the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal who had challenged the 9th Circle that no one except the dragon had been allowed in all of history.

    That was why Aidal completed the Dimensional Teleport magic circle.

    And using a method exclusive to him, he worked on creating a new method of dimensional travel. In the meantime, he set up an illusion barrier in the Golden Lane, which reminded him of the Kallian Continent, and fished for a disciple to do the hard work for him.

    ‘I wonder if that guy is doing well. That blockhead!’

    In fact, Kang Hyuk wasn’t his first disciple. About 20 years ago, there was one other guy who had happened to break through the illusion barrier and meet him. But that bastard was close-minded and wicked at heart. Lusting for his master’s fortune while learning magic, the bastard tried to murder him. Aidal had wanted to burn him to death with a Fire Ball, but in the end, he was unable to kill him—the bastard fell to his knees and bashed his forehead on the ground in a kowtow while begging Aidal to spare his life. The fact that he was the first disciple Aidal had gotten on Earth made him weak, and he had only learned offensive spells up to the 3rd Circle, so he wasn’t much of a danger.

    ‘Kang Hyuk, you’ll be able to do it. I, your master, only learned the theory for that mana breathing technique, but you’ll definitely be able to make it happen. The merging of your mana core!’

    He was old, but Aidal was a mage down to the very marrow of his bones. By researching the internal chi channeling left to him by the ascetic monk, Aidal conceived a new mana breathing technique. However, he wasn’t able to use it. Because he was already an 8th Circle mage, his mana core had stationed itself in the middle danjeon and was far more powerful than the other cores. If he forcefully tried to merge his mana cores now, the disparity in power would make all the other cores explode.

    That was why the mana breathing technique Kang Hyuk was training right now was a new method that no one else had tried before.

    It was the beginning of a great path that even the legendary dragon had never challenged.

     

    * * *

     

    ‘I did it!’

    My mana breathing became as comfortable as the lullabies my mom sang for me as a child. The mana breathing technique based on the multi-chi channeling passed down through the generations gave me a taste of being one with nature as I breathed. And guided by my will, the mana that had gathered in my lower, middle, and upper danjeons was merged, though only barely.

    
      ZZZZZzzzZZzzz~
    

    Having trapped me on top of the boulder, the boar had begun a drawn-out siege and was happily sleeping with its belly carelessly exposed.

    ‘Ngh! This boar looked down on a human, the lord of all animals! In the name of Kang Hyuk, I shall punish you!’

    As I chanted a sentence fit for a Sailor Moon girl who liked to punish evil in the name of justice, I gathered my mana in the middle danjeon where my circles were.

    “My blazing will, my friend, Mana. My rage is your rage. In my name, rain down the purification of fire!”

    I focused my mind and recited the magic incantation with a low voice. Modified by the mana inside me and my will, the pure mana diffused in nature was manifested in the world.

    That was how magic came to be.

    The boar’s eyes flashed open. As creatures that lived surrounded by nature, animals were sensitive to natural energy. As soon as I drew the nearby mana, the piggy bastard felt something was wrong and opened its eyes, perfectly rested from its nice long rest. Thanks to this bastard, I was consigned to wrangling with mana for half a day. How pitiful I was.

    “Get fried, you piece of crap pig! Fire Ball!”

    
      Whoosh.
    

    As soon the incantation fell from my lips, I felt the mana that had gathered in my heart vigorously thrum.

    
      [T/N: As a reminder, the lower danjeon is in the abdomen, middle is in the heart, and upper is near the crown of the head.]
    

    
      Flaaaash!
    

    As the vibrations stopped, a huge lump of fire somehow appeared above the boar’s head.

    “Wow!”

    I, the caster, was more surprised than anyone. The ball of flame was huge, a good 50 centimeters (~20 inches) in diameter, so glorious it reduced the magic I had cast so far to gum on the sidewalk.

    
      Ba-baaaaam!
    

    
      Fwwwoooooshhh.
    

    
      SQUEAAAAAAAAL!
    

    Ever seen a boar get hit by lightning under a clear sky? The boar that had futilely dared to target a human as its meal was struck with divine retribution. It ran into the dark forest like a bastard struck by lightning.

    
      Craash! SQUEAAAAAL~!
    

    And just like that, it rammed into a huge tree, leaving the world with a last cry of death.

    “Puhahahahaha! That’s right! This is how it should be!” I burst out into vigorous laughter, standing atop the boulder and looking into the sky.

    The destructive power was finally befitting of 2nd Circle magic, and it was a great achievement that I won by merging the little mana I had.

    I had to be a rare genius sent down from the heavens.

    “Huh?”

    
      Stagger.
    

    But suddenly, the sky whirled and spun above me. Something burst out from my nose and trickled down.

    ‘D-Damn it…’

    My delight was short-lived. Due to the immense fatigue that crashed into my body, I lost consciousness right then and there.

    ‘Ah~ my boar…’

    The afterimage of the Fire Ball-roasted boar barbeque drifted to my mind, and then everything went black.

    

     

    
      Crash!
    

    “Tsk, tsk.”

    He suspected this might happen, and it really did occur. While happily cheering atop the rock Aidal had made with the spell Stone Edge, Kang Hyuk suddenly passed out and fell two meters onto the forest floor.

    It was at that moment that Aidal canceled his invisibility magic and appeared, clicking his tongue.

    “You stupid rascal. Is forcefully merging mana the size of an orc’s tail something to be so happy about? Huhu. How’s your first taste of mana exhaustion?”

    Kang Hyuk was now experiencing mana exhaustion, the state every mage would experience a handful of times in their life. It occurred when you used mana exceeding the amount you had. At low circles, it didn’t have that much of an effect, but in the upper circles, this condition could induce a mana collapse and kill you.

    “The first time is always that harsh. Heh.”

    Aidal didn’t spare his unconscious, mana exhausted, shivering disciple any friendly advice.

    His eyes fell on the boar. The hapless pig was steaming as it cooked.

    “Looks pretty yummy. Kuku.”

     

    

    “Th-that meat!”

    My body ached all over like I was knocked out by someone’s club. But even through my haze of drowsiness and pain, a fragrant smell burrowed into my nose, stimulating amylase and maltase secretion and waking me up.

    That sweet and rich smell could wake the dead.

    The very first thing I saw upon opening my eyes was the ceiling of the room I was living in and a large, plump piece of meat.

    
      Om nom.
    

    Not bothering to answer my desperate cry, the person who called himself my master munched noisily as he ripped into a hind leg.

    ‘That’s 100% the smell of pork. Ah~ it’s the charcoal grilled pork that I had long ago.’

    The fact that my nose couldn’t be deceived when even a dog’s could was a well-known fact amongst the members of my household. With my hunting dog-level sense of smell, I was able to precisely identify the type of meat.

    ‘The saying that the disciple reaps and the master sows fits this situation perfectly.’

    The great magical achievement I had risked my life to produce was being eaten all alone by Master Bumdalf. The shameless knave was monopolizing and abusing the meat I caught without my permission.

    “M-Master, does that meat happen to be the meat I think it is?”

    “Munch! Oh? Nomnom! Who knows? Perhaps because the gods knew my body lacked vigor these days, a boar roast was presented before me, can you believe it? I was moved to tears, just like when I was fifteen and saw the panties of the female mage I liked.”

    Even when making a comparison, Master Bumdalf used vulgar analogies that seriously lowered a person’s value. True to his name, Bumdalf, he was at the height of indecency.

    “Did that boar not have any traces of having been hit by a Fire Ball, by any chance?”

    “A Fire Ball? I dunno about such a thing. I just know that when I stumbled upon it, it was roasted to perfection. Kyaa! I’ve never seen such a tasty fellow! How can the meat be this tender? It’s killer with sorghum wine, absolutely killer.”

    Driiiip. Without realizing it, saliva dripped from my mouth.

    By my estimation, I had starved for at least one day. No matter what, I had to claim ownership of this boar meat and overcome this crisis.

    “Master, it is presumptuous of me to say so, but that boar meat is certainly the one I caught with my Fire Ball. Please stop eating now and cede it to your disciple. This humble one is telling you now that this is the best way to prevent the relationship between a master and his disciple from souring,” I said, claiming what was mine with respectful words strewn in my entreaty.

    “Got any proof? Really, and you say you made a Fire Ball? You’re saying some funny things. Don’t say such things that would make an orc kick you in the side with its short legs and just politely beg for a piece if you’re hungry. A man shouldn’t lie in front of such good food.”

    As expected, I was strongly refuted by my master.

    How much must he have eaten while I was asleep for that huge boar to be reduced to the size of a dog?! 

    ‘I know you did it! You unscrupulous old fart!’

    “Then, if your disciple makes a Fire Ball, then will you believe that my words are the truth?”

    “Fire Ball? Alright, if you make a Fire Ball, I’ll believe you.”

    ‘Kuhahaha! I’ll show you. The magic skill of this genius!’

    I was hungry and exhausted, but driven by the hope of eating meat, I jumped to my feet.

    “My blazing will, my friend, Mana, my rage is your rage. In my name, rain down the purification of fire!”

    I concentrated my will drop by drop and roused my mana.

    ‘Huh? Ah!’

    But contrary to my intent, my mana didn’t move.

    
      Bam!
    

    “Ow!”

    Instead, it was my master’s fist that crashed down on my head like a boulder.

    “Yeesh, you lying bastard. For a person from the courteous country of the East to try and deceive his master because of some meat, how sad. Eat up. It’s the meat you wanted.”

    When he finished talking, a hind leg that clearly had Master’s teeth marks in it appeared before my eyes.

    ‘Giving such ragged meat to me, a panther dominating Mt. Kilimanjaro, argh! No matter how hungry I am, I won’t stoop to his level…!’

    “Thank you for the meal.”

    Contrary to my thoughts, my hands had somehow rapidly moved to receive the meat, and an emotional smile appeared on my lips.

    “That’s right, that’s how you should be. In the future, keep living kindly without telling lies. Being hungry isn’t a sin.”

    “Master’s words, I shall definitely engrave deep within my heart.”

    After laying down some stern discipline, Master turned around and left the room.

    ‘Argh, how can I live my life without having to eat bread soaked in tears? One day, I’ll get back at him! He’s frickin’ arm in arm with the devil!’

    My desire to win blazed furiously. On this foreign land far from home, I was able to experience with my whole body the pain of those who lacked both power and support.

    
      Munch.
    

    And then, I dug into the scrap of boar meat that Master Bumdalf had left uneaten.

    ‘Yummy!’

    I held back my surging tears as I enjoyed the delightful taste of boar. It was so delicious that I thought I heard a chorus of angels.

    
      Nom nom.
    

    ‘Is there any alcohol left?’

    I quickly scraped together justifications for stooping so low. Meat was meat, and servility was servility—that was all.

     

    * * *

     

    “Y-You’re sending me off?” I asked dumbly to confirm Master’s unbelievable words.

    “That’s right. You’re not progressing at all, and teaching a blockhead like you is rough for these old bones.”

    ‘Should I believe this? Is he gonna tell me he’s helping me and then get me employed on a deep-sea fishing ship or something?’

    A life that you lived while believing in others was beautiful, but since he had scammed me so many times, doubt came before belief.

    “Ngh! Master, thank you. Actually, I did not tell you, but I was born into this world with the tremendously important responsibility of carrying on the family line as the eldest son of the Kang family’s 45th generation. Though I don’t care what happens to me, the anxiety my parents, grandpa, and other elders of the family will feel concerning the continuation of the family line upon losing me will be considerable. If Master could possibly send me home, my bones shall become dust and that dust will fly off to all parts of the world—such will be the extent of my everlasting gratitude to you.”

    I would be the world’s greatest fool if I missed this chance. As I had already experienced, Master Bumdalf was fickle and his mind could change on a dime. This was no time to be worrying about pride or anything like that. I just wanted to return to the embrace of Korea, the home I longed for.

    “Why does it feel like you’re implying that I imprisoned you while repressing, exploiting, and coercing you? Surely you’re not resenting me even after fairly receiving a custom-made present?”

    This was dangerous. If I soured this sicko master’s feelings, I’d be risking getting dropped off on an uninhabited island.

    The situation became urgent.

    “In the East, there’s a famous saying that one’s master is no different from a parent. Although that wasn’t so at first, having formed a master and disciple relationship with you, I hold dear feelings toward Master, who showed me the kindness of a parent. This humble human, Kang Hyuk, is not one so shameless as to not know his master’s grace.”

    I even pulled out dramatic words that were so far from my true thoughts that they made my insides bleed all over.

    “Of course that’s how it should be. The heavens and earth know how hard I worked for your sake.”

    This was the very essence of fraud, far surpassing my acting! It was amazing he could lower the sacred names of the heavens and earth to the level of a third-rate villain.

    “Since there’s no knowing when we’ll meet again after parting, your master has prepared a few presents just for you.”

    ‘Huh? P-Presents?’

    Before, I would have jumped to receive them, but because I had a very bad memory about presents, my face hardened like a Moai statue.

    “What, you don’t want them?” Master Bumdalf frowned.

    “O-Of course I do, how could I not? Only, this disciple of yours has done nothing to deserve presents, so always being on the receiving end pricks my conscience. Master, can’t we just pretend that I received them?”

    Never in my life had I, Kang Hyuk, lived while trembling in fear with such servility. When I was in preschool, resentful of my parents’ disciplining methods, I fearlessly ran away from home for 5 days and 4 nights with just two Choco Pies and one liter of milk.

    That Kang Hyuk became impossibly smaller before Bumdalf. And especially because I had learned magic, I knew very well the weight of the 8th Circle.

    “Huhu, there’s no need to refuse. All you have to do is receive your master’s warm feelings.”

    I really wanted to refuse those honeyed feelings! Goosebumps rose all over my arms as I clenched my eyes shut.

    “Follow me, my one and only disciple.”

    “T-To where?”

    With a voice as friendly as if he were calling the next door neighbor’s dog, Master’s beckoning confirmed that my fears weren’t groundless.

    “Do you want to come when I’m being nice, or…”

    Fwoosh. At the end of his words, a compressed scarlet Fire Ball the size of a watermelon was terrifyingly manifested by his will alone.

    “Let us be off, then. This humble disciple has been trembling in anticipation of the present infused with Master’s sincere feelings from the very beginning.”

    Since I was sure he wouldn’t kill me anyway, I bit the bullet and braced for impact.

    In such a situation, I knew I would only get hit if I resisted. If I was going to die, then it was probably a wiser choice to die without getting hit.

     

    * * *

     

    ‘Geh! W-What is this?’

    I followed Master to the lowest floor of the magic tower, clenching my eyes shut like I was getting led to the slaughterhouse. The magic tower had its own generator and was fitted with cutting-edge technology, including an elevator. I followed Master, and a huge door opened at Master’s command.

    Upon going through, my eyes were assailed by the sight of a disorientingly huge magic circle, and my jaw dropped.

    ‘So many runes and figures I don’t know. What in the world is this magic circle?’

    Since I wasn’t an upper circle mage yet, there wasn’t much knowledge I needed to know for magic. For whatever reason, my mind had become sharper after coming here. My IQ had already exceeded 150 before, but it felt like my brain had gained even more lucid processing power.

    “Well then, what do you think? About this present of mine?”

    “Huh? P-Present?” I repeated dumbly, staring at the magic circle he was proudly calling a present.

    “You dumbass. If another mage saw this, they’d be happy enough to lift me to the skies. Tsk tsk, I even have to hand feed you the meal that I prepared… Goodness gracious.” Master Bumdalf gave me a look of utter scorn.

    ‘Whaddya want me to do about it?’ The magic knowledge I possessed was incredibly humble. It was like trying to get an elementary student who had just learned arithmetic to figure out differentials and integrals.

    “Why’re you dallying about instead of going to the center and sitting down?”

    “Huh? T-The center?”

    In front of me was a 20 meter wide magic circle that shimmered with a golden light in addition to all seven colors of the rainbow. Master was telling me to go sit in the center of such a circle.

    ‘N-No way, it can’t be…?’

    Since I was still a layman when it came to magic circles, I thought that maybe the magic circle in front of my eyes right now was a Dimensional Teleport circle.

    
      Bam!
    

    “You idiot! If I sent you off now through dimensional travel, you would come out as orc poop the very next day after your arrival!”

    ‘Orc poop…’ Along with dog poop, orc dung happened to be the most vulgar of the many varieties of poop. ‘Hmph! Were you an 8th Circle Mage as soon as you were born?’

    Master was quick-witted, but I recently found out that he wasn’t a mind-reader. Even a worm could become a mythical creature, though maybe not to the level of a dragon, if it lived for a good two hundred years. It was nothing strange for a person to be able to tell what others were thinking after living for two centuries, so I went ahead and spoke my mind sometimes.

    “Do you think you are strong?”

    “Huh? I am not strong, but I have enough strength to protect myself.”

    It wasn’t a lie. If it wasn’t Master, then no matter where I went, I was confident that I could live without being trampled on.

    “Is that so? Do you think you can win if you fight an elite troop armed with well-maintained weapons?”

    “W-what?”

    “Are you confident you can take a single blow from a knight using Aura Blade?”

    ‘What is he talking about?’

    “…”

    “Think you can preserve your life while fighting a horde of orc warriors with twice the physical prowess of a robust man?”

    Master Bumdalf was wearing a cold smile that was unusual for him.

    “B-But aren’t those enemies that don’t exist in this world?”

    It would honestly be difficult to easily win against the opponents Master mentioned. In particular, a knight who used aura, a specialized utilization of mana, was far stronger than the current me.

    “Then can you block a bullet?”

    “What? A-A bullet?”

    I had absolutely no clue what he wanted to say. I mean, besides Superman, no one in the world was capable of blocking a bullet with their bare body.

    “I can deflect not only bullets, but large cannonballs as well.”

    ‘Dayum, he’s really an old fart Super Bumdalf.’ From the way he said it, I could tell that it definitely wasn’t a lie.

    “Just believe in me. As long as it’s not a dragon, I’ll make it so that everyone else will call you their elder brother.”

    ‘Elder brother? I’m not even a gangster or anything… sigh.’

    My master’s earnest wish was to get me employed as a gangster. There was no way to rebuff such a stubborn old man.

    “By all means, do as you wish.”

    Until I was out of here, there was no freedom for me. This was the first time in my life that I longed so much for my country, South Korea, the republic of the free.

    ‘I’m coming, Mom.’

    No matter how I thought about it, Master’s magic circle was tremendously dangerous. Master was an immensely intelligent being who had lived for over two hundred years, but the way he acted wasn’t much different from the preschool kids in my neighborhood. And I was the pitiful loser who was getting bullied and robbed of my lunch money by such a preschooler’s violence.

    “Um, Master…”

    Before I positioned myself in the middle of the magic circle, I earnestly called my master.

    “What?”

    Master was picking his nose with zero empathy for my feelings of getting dragged to the slaughterhouse. He apathetically answered without even dislodging his finger.

    “Th-This one doesn’t use Chinese-made crystals, right?”

    I was talking about the same Made-In-China crystals that made me seriously doubt the magic circle’s reliability last time.

    “Hyuk, let me ask you one thing.”

    “Yes?”

    Master suddenly asked a question.

    “Do you think it’s possible to live without Chinese-made goods these days?”

    “…”

    There was nothing more for me to say. I went to the middle of the magic circle and sighed deeply as I sat down cross legged.

    ‘Okay, there are nice Chinese-made goods out there too.”

    I tried comforting myself.

    But the problem was, those nice goods only appeared by random chance with the same probability of finding a pearl while eating an oyster.

     

    * * *

     

    ‘I thought it would take half a year, but he’s an amazing kid.’

    The totally dejected Kang Hyuk sat on top of the magic circle and assumed the mana channeling position. As he looked at Hyuk, Aidal the Archmage was unable to repress his awe.

    Actually, even among the genius mages in the Kallian Continent, it normally took them at least half a year to condense mana and barely reach the 1st Circle. If magic was as easy to learn as the sword, then mages and even dogs and cows would gain the title of Archmage. Working that hard was normal in magic.

    But surprisingly enough, in slightly less than two months, Aidal’s new disciple Kang Hyuk reached the 2nd Circle, and he did so by merging a knight’s mana core, the lower danjeon, a mage’s mana core, the middle danjeon, and a summoner’s mana core, the upper danjeon.

    ‘I have to send him when he’s risen to the 3rd Circle and the fusion of his mana has naturally occurred. But there’s no time. If this mana is held back any longer, it will explode.’

    Aidal gazed regretfully at his disciple, who knew nothing and was channeling. Unlike in the Kallian Continent, Aidal was unable to find materials for producing high-quality crystals. The result was that the mana held in the Dimensional Teleport magic circle was unable to stabilize and was activating prior to his calculations. As per the Law of Mana Restoration, the instinct of powerful mana was to return to its original state.

    ‘Everything is up to your luck now. I can only pray that the Great God Adeine’s blessing is upon you.’

    Though it wasn’t as dangerous as the Dimensional Teleport magic circle, this Forced Knowledge Transferral magic circle was also very dangerous. Though Hyuk’s body had been cleansed through the grand magic Mana Clear, getting to the 2nd Circle was the limit for generating circles by forcefully injecting mana. From the 3rd Circle onwards, he would have to gain circles through enlightenments without anyone else’s help.

    That was why people called magic a study for wise men.

    ‘I will pass on all the magic theories I have comprehended in these past two hundred years to you. After I do so, it’s all up to you. Your life will change by as much as you are able to comprehend.’

    Once Kang Hyuk was completely absorbed in mana breathing, Aidal opened a side door. The door opened to show a magic circle 3 meters in diameter.

    It was the core magic circle that could impart all the magic knowledge inside Aidal’s head using magic.

    ‘Awaken, my disciple! And let the whole world know of Aidal’s great disciple!’

    The wall of the 9th Circle, which he had not been able to overcome…

    Aidal wished. He wished for his one and only disciple to become a great archmage who would surpass him.

    “Magic Inheritance!” A clear magic incantation burst from Aidal’s mouth as he closed his eyes.

    
      Ziiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiing!
    

    Countless mana particles slowly poured from the magic circle. Each particle possessing a color of its own, the mana swirled into a whirlpool.

    The mana at the magic circle that Kang Hyuk was sitting on also began to dance, filled with Aidal’s earnest wish for Hyuk to become a great archmage.

    

    
      

    

  
    
      Chapter 4: This Beautiful Bastard's Love
    

     

    ‘An airplane?’

    As soon as I opened my eyes, I saw an unfamiliar ceiling. My body was reclined in a plush seat in a place that looked just like the inside of an airplane, and I was shocked to clearheadedness by the faint hum of the engine and the slight turbulence from riding the currents.

    Before I could regain my bearings, a strikingly beautiful blonde woman with long straight hair in a stewardess uniform greeted me amiably.

    “Mister Hyuk, did you sleep well?”

    “Geh! W-Who are you?” I jolted in my spacious, immensely plushy seat.

    “My name is Marisol.”

    Her bright smile was similar to Jeon Ji-hyun. I was conscious of her slender legs even despite my surprise, and my face flushed.

    
      [T/N: Jeon Ji-hyun is a popular Korean actress and model.]
    

    “We are scheduled to arrive in Incheon International Airport in one hour.”

    “What? I-Incheon International Airport?”

    “Hoho, you have slept for fifteen hours straight.”

    “Fifteen hours?”

    ‘What? What in the world happened? Why am I lying here?’

    The last thing I could remember was sitting on top of the huge magic circle Master had made. And then, countless glimmering lights penetrated my mind. I only remembered that a mix of unidentified information had burrowed into my mind; I hadn’t been able to figure out what they had been.

    ‘Wait, am I speaking French right now?’

    I was able to converse to some extent in English, but I was still far from speaking French. But the woman named Marisol was definitely speaking in French, and I was skillfully responding in French, as if nothing were out of the ordinary. It felt incredibly natural to me, like I had learned French from birth.

    “I have something here that I must relay to Mister Hyuk.”

    While I was stunned by the nonstop stream of unbelievable things that were happening to me, a white envelope was handed to me. It was light and sealed with a gold stamp.

    ‘A letter?’

    I unsealed it and opened the envelope. A letter appeared just as I had expected, but there was also a single platinum card.

    ‘Runic?’

    Surprisingly, the letter was written in Runic, a language that only mages could read.

    ‘How am I able to read this?’ While learning 2nd Circle magic, I learned about 300 runes. In this language, a single dot changed the meaning and each rune had a meaning of its own, like hanja. From what I heard from Master, at higher circles, you had to learn up to a whopping ten thousand runes.

    
      [T/N: Hanja is the Korean name for Chinese characters.]
    

    Even with my outstanding intelligence, I was only able to learn 300 of them in the time I was given. But now, I was effortlessly able to read runes I hadn’t known in the past.

    ‘Did I hit my head or something?’

    Could it be that this was one of those strange twists of fate that often happened in movies? If my head wasn’t messed up from being hit, how else could I speak French and read runes? I tried coming up with an explanation with my imagination, but it was all too unbelievable.

    I turned my thoughts back to the letter Master had written.

    
      To my beloved disciple, Hyuk.
    

    ‘Blech!’ I suddenly felt a surge of nausea from the incredible first sentence.

    
      I feel such great regret that the three months I spent together with you are already over. Even as I send you off, this master of yours already longs to see you, the one with whom he shared that brief time.
    

    ‘Is this old man crazy?’ The lines oozing with love almost felt like a proposal. The impulse to rip the letter into pieces raged in my chest.

    
      This master of yours was truly happy to have met you by the grace of the Goddess of Destiny, Pallan. When you later raise a disciple of your own, you too will surely understand this electrifying pleasure that I’ve never known in my two hundred years of life until now.
    

    ‘This… sick old fart!’

    Even if I couldn’t see him, I could just imagine Master Bumdalf’s evil face. Thoughts of Master, a man immune to law or strength, got me so heated that I would need a few ice cubes to cool down.

    
      My dear Hyuk. Unfortunately, God will not permit our eternal love. I wanted to make you into a mighty mage over the course of ten or twenty years, but the wheel of fate has decreed that you and I will be torn apart.
    

    My hands trembled.

    ‘Saying something like eternal love to me, a pure, virgin soul! Graaah! This perverted sea anemone, this orc cousin Mage Bumdalf! GAAAAHH!’

    
      [T/N: Sea anemones = tentacles = perverts.]
    

    I couldn’t scream because Marisol was radiating a refreshing smile a polite distance away. But if I were to shout, this airplane would explode. My hostility towards Master was even greater than that time in my childhood when the neighbor’s mongrel bit me, turning it into my bitter foe.

    
      Separated from you by the will of God, I write this letter while enduring the pain.
    

    
      Hyuk, my beloved disciple. While bearing the cruel capriciousness of fate, this master of yours has left you a few presents. The card you are holding in your hand right now is the only one of its kind in the world, an unlimited withdrawal card. You can present this card at any bank to withdraw as much money as you want.
    

    ‘Geh! U-Unlimited withdrawal?’

    This was that legendary unlimited withdrawal card?! Moreover, it was a ridiculous card that could be used at any bank in the world.

    ‘Master, what in the world are you?’

    I knew he was rich, but I had no idea he was so insanely loaded.

    
      The personal plane you’re riding right now is another of the presents I promised you. Use it as you wish if there’s anywhere you want to go.
    

    ‘E-Even this airplane? Woah!’

    This was an immense gift from my master, someone who exceeded all imagination. Suddenly, a warm breeze blew over my Siberian tundra-like feelings of hatred and resentment towards Master.

    ‘That’s right, Master isn’t that bad of a person. How lonely he must have been in these two hundred years to have kidnapped and forced a person like me into becoming his apprentice. It was only a crappy three months, that’s all.’

    Our family creed of ‘Honesty’ was written on a wooden board, and 128 specific rules were written all over the back so that only members of the family could see them. Those were the rules of ‘Honesty’ that a Kang was privy to only once they reached adulthood.

    Not long ago, when my parents were away, I was dusting our proud family motto and discovered it.

    One of the rules popped into my head.

    ‘Those who reject what is free are hypocrites who are betraying their true feelings. Those who look at the free item and feel love for the giver deep in their hearts rather than rejecting it are the ones who possess true and honest feelings. They are the descendants of the Kang Family.’

    There was also, ‘Look at women as if they were gold,’ ‘Covet thy neighbor’s possessions as much as possible,’ ‘Flattery is a necessity for success, so use it honestly,’ among others.

    These pearls of wisdom that one had to learn while living life were all engraved behind the single word ‘Honesty.’

    And I was an honest man.

    With this generous heart of mine, which was forgiving the master who had committed a permanent sin, even an angel would kneel at the sight of me and humbly request a teaching.

    
      One last thing. No matter what happens in the future, do not blame or resent this master of yours.
    

    
      Everything that happens is simply your master’s deep love for you.
    

    “Yes, sir!”

    If Master had been by my side, I could have even forgotten the misunderstandings that had accumulated so far and embraced him warmly.

    The human Kang Hyuk was not such a petty man.

    ‘The next time I see him, I should ask him to give me his inheritance inventory. It’s an upright mage’s custom for the sole disciple to take responsibility for the treasures left behind by the master!’

    “Kuhuhuhuhu…”

    I tried holding it back, but laughter slipped out of me.

    There was no one else in the world who owned a personal airplane at this age plus an unlimited withdrawal card.

    ‘So my dream is becoming reality at last! My eternal desire, paradise!’

    The utopia of paradise that appeared in myths had been my dream ever since I was a kid. I dreamed of a glutted and plush Shangri-la where I would live with those I loved.

    In this day and age, if you had money, nothing was impossible.

    At this moment, I was utterly convinced that the goddess from the other world, the Goddess of Destiny, Pallan, was on my side.

    ‘I should raise a glass in her name sometime. Kuku.’

    I lay comfortably in my seat while engraving the last of Master’s love deep into my soul.

    “Lady Marisol.”

    “Yes, Mister Hyuk.”

    At my call, the golden-haired beauty approached, a smile spreading on her lips like a blooming marigold. I involuntarily gulped at the sight of her.

    “Haha! As it turns out, this airplane is mine. But what are its specs? Seeing as it’s quite big, it seems decent.”

    It wasn’t just at the level of being ‘decent.’ Though I didn’t know what kind of leather they were made of, the brown seats inside the airplane were immensely soft. I could also see that the plane was filled with cutting-edge equipment and had a luxurious interior design. Far away, I could even see huge sofas and a bar where you could drink alcohol, so it didn’t seem like a small plane at all.

    “It is an A380 specially manufactured by Airbus,” stated Marisol nonchalantly with a broad smile.

    “Cough! Cough, cough!” The cold, fresh juice that Marisol had handed me caught in my throat just like that.

    ‘A-A380! That terrifying jumbo airliner that can seat a maximum of 800 people?!’

    This unique method of transportation created by humans cost $400 million a pop.

    My jaw dropped and I blankly thought of Master.

    ‘M-Master!’

    This beautiful bastard’s love came surging deep into my heart. Somehow, it seemed like I had come to truly love Master.

     

    * * *

     

    “An A380 is suddenly landing? It hasn’t formally landed in our airport before, so what airline is it?”

    “I don’t know, I heard it wasn’t an airline, but a personal plane.”

    “W-What? An A380 as a personal plane?”

    In the control tower at the gateway at the South Korean Incheon International Airport, the staff were kicked into a flurry of commotion due to the A380 that had suddenly flown in.

    Not long ago, Airbus’ next generation airliner had landed once in Incheon Airport for a test flight. Capable of carrying up to 800 passengers and flying nonstop around the world, the same airliner that was called a moving five star hotel was currently making an unscheduled landing.

    The staff reeled when they were informed the plane was for personal use. The VIP airport passage that only high-ranking public dignitaries like presidents, foreign generals, or chiefs of the Constitutional Court were permitted to use was reserved in advance.

    “It’s here!”

    
      Ruuuummmble.
    

    The ten women of the airport’s Protocol Team in charge of the VIP lounge were stiff with tension as they watched the huge airplane glide down Runway 9. They were truly curious about the identity of the person who was arriving in a $400 million personal plane while receiving VIP treatment.

    
      Thud, thud.
    

    The airplane was moored and the sound of an unknown person’s footsteps slowly drew closer. As the sound of the footsteps grew near, the neatly dressed women in the protocol team were able to lay their curious eyes on the man who slowly appeared.

    “Ah!”

    “Oh my!”

    Though they knew it was certainly a gaffe, low cries burst out from their lips.

    “Haha! Hello there!”

    Having imagined that it would be Arabian royalty rotting in piles of money, or at least a famous foreign celebrity, the protocol team felt themselves freeze the moment they saw the robust Korean-speaking young man, or rather, the student who still showed signs of being a child.

    A high school student whose face they could now clearly see was getting off after riding the giant airliner, an A370 that even the wealthiest Korean couldn’t use as a personal plane.

    “W-Welcome to Incheon.”

    Business smiles frozen on their faces, the Protocol Team bowed their heads towards the student who was raising his hand and smiling broadly as if something very good had happened.

    The male student’s flustered voice rang loudly above their heads. “Wh-where do I go for the Customs Inspection?”

    The clumsy high schooler was scratching his head like he didn’t even know how to use the VIP lounge.

    The faces of the bowing staff members went slightly stiff with shock.

     

    * * *

     

    
      Ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-chunk.
    

    ‘I-It was real!’

    Master Bumdalf kindly reissued my passport, making it so that I could safely return to Korea again. I came out of the flashy and elegant VIP lounge I had never experienced in my life, but didn’t actually have a personal car. As such, surrounded by the Protocol Team that followed me even outside the lounge, I went to an ATM.

    And thus came the fated withdrawal.

    ‘That 0 was THE 0?’

    The card’s password was 1111, a number befitting my simple master, and as soon as I put in the card, I saw the unlimited number, 0. At first I thought it was a fake card that didn’t have any money. But once I made a withdrawal, a hundred or so ten dollar bills came spewing out without a single hitch.

    My jaw dropped at the sight of the small fortune, an amount I had never held before in my life.

    ‘YESSSSSSSSS! Kuhahahaha!’

    Upon realizing the dream I had imagined, my heart pounded so much I thought it would burst.

    I was also wearing the brand-name jeans and white shirt that Marisol had prepared for me, as well as some sunglasses that suited me well and several accessories. With this cash in hand, I was able to get a direct taste of the luxury life I had only heard of.

    ‘Let’s go! Let’s go home!’

    Before I knew it, the seasons had changed to the end of summer. I strode out of the airport, enjoying the cool, air-conditioned breeze.

    And then, I was met by the blinding August sunlight.

    The rays of hope that signaled the end of suffering and the beginning of happiness were energetically shining on me.

    

    ‘Surely they haven’t sold my family register because I died or something, right?’

    I arrived at my house via a limousine taxi, curious as to how my parents, who raised their son as if playing a safari wilderness simulation game, had fared while I was gone. Did they fly all the way to the Czech Republic in tears because their one and only son had disappeared, or were they comfortably living their daily lives while believing that I was alive and would return?

    ‘Hmm…’

    Thanks to my well-off father and mother, we were living in a fairly nice apartment in the Gangnam District.

    
      [T/N: Gangnam is a district in Seoul. It’s known for stinkin’ rich folks who want to send their kids to really nice schools.]
    

    Apt 707. Saturday, 5 pm. My parents would be home at this time.

    Taking a deep breath, I pressed the doorbell, but didn’t hear any response.

    ‘Did they go somewhere?’

    They weren’t the kind of parents who would throw away their lives because their son was gone.

    ‘I don’t even have a key.’ The door was double locked with an electronic lock and a key.

    “Who is it?”

    Just then, I heard my mom’s voice from within, and though it was familiar, her voice lacked all energy.

    ‘Mom…’

    Suddenly, a part of my chest squeezed. Their son had quickly grown up while eating, sleeping, and pissing well. The voice I heard through the door told me exactly how difficult this time had been for them because of me, the son they had lost while on a school field trip.

    “Who is it?” Following my mother, I heard my father’s heavy voice.

    ‘They should be able to see everything through the front door camera, so what are they doing?’

    “Hyuk!”

    And shortly afterwards, having seen me through the front door camera as I had expected, I heard my mom’s agitated surprise from the speaker.

    “I’m home!”

    With a voice that was as energetic as ever, I announced that I was home, something I said whenever I came back from school.

    The door opened with a click.

    “Haha! Father! Mother! This son of yours has returned!”

    Thinking that my parents might possibly be worried, I went inside as if nothing were wrong.

    “…”

    My parents were dazedly standing in the entryway. They were blankly staring at me with faces of disbelief.

    ‘Tch, why have they grown so old?’

    Several wrinkles had lined my mom’s eyes in the few months that I hadn’t seen her, and the grayish white hairs on my father’s head were glaringly obvious. My heart stung as something hot swelled in my eyes.

    “Son, you’re late, aren’t you? Hoho! Was the field trip fun?”

    “Huh? Yes! It was a very, very valuable trip.”

    My mother called me her son like normal as she greeted me.

    With rough strokes, my mom tousled my hair, which had grown longer than hers. “You’ve grown a lot while you were away, haven’t you? What were you doing until now that you couldn’t even contact us?”

    Though they knew that I had disappeared on the school excursion, they treated me as if I had just gone somewhere far away to have fun.

    “Hehe, I tried running away for the first time in a while. If not for the school field trip, when else could I have tried traveling in Europe?”

    “R-Ran away?”

    I couldn’t tell them the truth, which was that I learned magic under a crazy archmage named Bumdalf. If I told them the truth, they might even ship me off to a mental hospital.

    “I’m joking. I drank something that a strange grandpa gave me in the Golden Lane. And when I opened my eyes, I was in some village in the European countryside. I helped the bad-tempered, kidnapping old man with some work over there before coming back.”

    “Ah, so that’s how it is. So there was worth in your father raising you with a strong hand after all,” my father said, nodding sagely as if my safe return was all thanks to him.

    “Well, that… that’s true.”

    My father had a point. If not for the parent who practiced 101 hidden rules in order to make his son strong, I might have committed suicide under Master Bumdalf’s tyranny long ago.

    “Son, thank you. For coming back.”

    My mom hugged me lightly. Rather, she was shedding tears while in my embrace.

    ‘Ah, seriously.’

    The stinging in my heart was enough to almost make me shed painful tears. If not for the next thing that my mom spoke into my ear while in my embrace, I would have certainly burst into tears while hugging her.

    “Surely you didn’t forget to buy mom a present, right?”

    “…”

    While in the midst of our unexpected, touching, and emotional family reunion, a gust colder than the air conditioner suddenly swept right through my heart.

    “Oh! Those sunglasses are nice? Is it a Ferragamo?”

    “Oh my, it really is? As expected of our son. No matter how busy he is, he won’t forget presents for us. Hoho!”

    “Haha! This is all due to raising our child with a strict hand, is it not?”

    That was how my brief relationship with the goods that Marisol had given me ended. The whole bundle of gifts she had passed to me were divvied up one after another in my father and mom’s nimble hands.

    ‘Really…’

    Like that, I was able to return to my house for the first time in three months.

    I had become both the world’s greatest millionaire, and a mage.

     

    * * *

     

    “Lala, lalala…”

    Never had I dreamt that coming to school would make me so happy. Thanks to Master Bumdalf, the things I treasured in the world had truly become many.

    “Have a good day, Young Master.”

    “Driver Kim, please come so that I’m not late to cram school.”

    Daehan was the most prestigious private high school in South Korea. In front of the huge gate that was modeled after the Dongnimmun Gate, silver-spoon children were busy getting out of their cars, as always.

    
      [T/N: The Dongnimmun Gate, also called the Independence Gate, is a huge stone gate in Seoul. Also, most people in Korea go to school by bus or subway, so coming to school in a car is a sign of wealth.]
    

    ‘Look at these brats going around riding personal cars. They don’t know what wonderful exercise walking is.’

    Since I possessed the biggest personal vehicle in the world, I didn’t feel any of my past jealousy concerning coming to school in a personal car.

    ‘Oh! I’m finally back! School! I, Kang Hyuk, have come!’

    I pumped my fists like a triumphant general and went through the gates. Since I wasn’t a morning person, at one point in my life, school was a testing ground of my endurance.

    “Oh! That guy, isn’t that him?”

    “Yeah. That’s the 1st year who appeared in the school newspaper.”

    “During class, Ms. Wang was saying that. Y’know, that one of her students might be getting dragged around by a crazy gypsy and begging on the European streets…”

    “Goodness!”

    Having grown sharper with the accumulation of mana, my ears picked up the girls’ gossip. My body went stiff while still positioned with my arms raised.

    ‘D-Damn it! Gypsy? Begging?’

    The day after my arrival and the warm yet cold family reunion, I went to the school with my parents. I told the Principal, who hastened to hear my explanation, as well as Ms. Wang, what I’d told my parents. The sad and tragic story about how I had consumed a free drink given to me by an old man and was dragged around to do his bidding.

    But for some reason, the story of my life’s troubling ordeal had degenerated into begging.

    ‘Why the hell is it such a vulgar thing like begging! Argh!’

    My homeroom teacher thanked me for coming back with tears at the time, and my heart had tightened at the thought that there was still goodness in this heartless world. But what returned to bite me was betrayal.

    ‘Ms. Wang, to think that you dared to stab a dagger into my heart.’

    Ms. Wang was a 35 year old single woman who taught English. Because she was a female teacher who always lamented about being an old maid who couldn’t get married, she was called the Dreaded Snow White. With that dreaded mouth of hers that made millions cringe, she had turned me into a pitiful and shabby beggar boy.

    ‘I won’t let this slide. Someday, I will have my revenge…’

    I swore vengeance with a blazing heart. For the sin of having carelessly opened her mouth to spread false information, I would make her shit blood while feeling the volcanic rage of Kang Hyuk, the magic genius.

    ‘Eh, but why did the recipe for the magic reagent that makes you shit blood pop into my head just now?’

    After getting freed from Master Bumdalf’s oppression and returning to my house, every night, I trained like crazy in my dreams. Runes and magic spells I’d never learned, as well as countless basic magic theories and alchemy, upper circle spells, and so on, ran through my dreams. If I thought of one thing, associated spells or magic drifted to my consciousness.

    ‘It’s because my body doesn’t have any energy. I should boil and eat some hundred year old wild ginseng.’

    The uses for my overflowing money were endless.

    “Kang Hyuk?”

    While I was swearing my revenge as I walked to the classroom, I heard a sweet and gentle voice. My head immediately swiveled towards the one who had called my name.

    ‘S-Seo Yerin!’

    The lily flower was wearing a navy blue, checkered uniform skirt. A small blue ribbon necktie was attached to her white blouse. Her beautiful skin, which looked whiter than her blouse, was radiantly blossoming under the morning sun.

    “Y-You’re alive?” Seo Ye-rin asked in disbelief, as if seeing a ghost.

    “‘Course I am. I just randomly went on a vacation in Europe for a bit.” I coolly lied about having gone on a vacation in front of Yerin without cowering.

    “That’s a relief…” Seo Ye-rin nodded, her eyes happy.

    ‘Wut? Is she worrying about me right now?’

    Even my parents had never looked at me with such doting eyes before, but the angel Seo Yerin gave me such a precious gift so early in the morning. If someone were to put wings on me, I could fly right into the sky.

    “Let’s go in. Joong-hyun is really waiting for you, Hyuk.”

    “Huh? Yeah, okay. We should go in. That rascal, to think that he yearned so dearly for this elder brother of his. Heh, that’s why you’ve got to treat a person well while they’re still around.”

    I walked through the hallway towards the classroom with the grinning Yerin.

    “Um, Hyuk…” Just then, the angel cautiously called my name.

    ‘Hnng, she must have been super worried.’

    “What?”

    I warmly gazed at Yerin’s red lips as her eyes sparkled. I was filled with boundless anticipation at what kind of happiness those charming and cute lips would deliver this time.

    “Was… begging fun?”

    “Geh!”

    At Ye-rin’s finishing blow, I coughed like someone had punched me in the gut.

    ‘M-Ms. Wang! I won’t forgive you!’

    Thus, the seed of vengeance grew as rapidly as Jack’s beanstalk towards the sky.

     

    * * *

     

    “H-Hyuk!”

    When I entered the classroom, Joong-hyun sprang up and energetically called my name as if he were a husband calling his wife. At the same time, all the kids in the classroom turned to look at me.

    “Hi, everyone!”

    
      [T/N: He says this in English.]
    

    A virulent rumor that I had begged in Europe had circulated, but I was blameless.

    ‘These rascals, why’re they surprised.’

    Because I lived my own way with straight shoulders, I was able to grin even amidst their looks of surprise and confusion.

    “Keke, there was a rumor that you went around begging while getting dragged by a gypsy, but guess you managed to come back alive.”

    ‘Ara? Would you look at that?’

    A little asshole was sitting askew on his chair as he enthusiastically yapped me a welcome. It was Hwang Sung-taek, the mega brat who lived on his grandpappy’s fortune.

    “Haha! Rumors are just rumors. Isn’t someone who believes such a ridiculous false rumor just an idiot?”

    I laughed stiffly as I sought agreement from everyone else. But not a single person nodded in response to my words. Even Joong-hyun, the blood of my blood and a close enough friend that I would share my last red bean bun with, avoided my eyes.

    ‘Wow, just look at these guys. Should I give ’em a taste of Fire Ball?’

    This misunderstanding could all be quickly resolved with a single spell. But for some reason, I didn’t want to. Unlike before, my pockets were lined. With the enlargement of my wallet, my tolerance had also become as big as the Earth.

    “You dickhead, how’re you gonna pay for getting us locked up in the hotel until the very last day? An idiot like you should’ve just slept in the bus instead of causing trouble. Why the hell did a penniless bastard like you even go sightseeing, huh?”

    Fwoosh! Hwang Sung-taek unleashed a two-part assault that made my insides blaze.

    A fiery smile appeared on my quivering lips. “I do feel sorry about that. But I don’t feel sorry at all to just one person.”

    I was sorry that I had probably ruined their school field trip. It hadn’t been intentional, but the result definitely negatively impacted everyone. But to just one bastard, no, to the two faithful mongrels beside him as well, I didn’t feel a whit of remorse.

    “Hwang Sung-taek, beware of the sky. Don’t get hit by a bolt out of the blue while walking around.”

    “A bolt out of the blue? Puhahaha! The threat you come up with is lightning? You immature little shit.”

    Unlike me, Hwang Sung-taek had never given serious thought to unexpected lightning strikes.

    ‘You’re dead! This dirty-mouthed bastard.’

    As soon as I thought of a bolt out of the blue, the magic spell for Lightning, the ultimate 3rd Circle offensive spell, naturally sprang to mind. I firmly resolved to give him a lightning bolt as my sincere school excursion gift.

    “Hoho! Hyuk, you were greeting the kids?”

    A woman’s awkward laugh came ringing into the classroom, which had gone quiet due to my savage conversation with Hwang Sung-taek.

    ‘Ms. Wang Sun-nyeo!’

    Disguised in makeup, the dreaded Ms. Wang came in through the open classroom door. The woman who had reduced me to a beggar was wearing a pretentious smile as she gestured at me like we were friends.

    “I have finished saying my greetings. I’ll go sit down now.”

    There really wasn’t a need to say more.

    ‘Hm? I see. If I control the strength and use poison magic, she should be able to shit blood.’

    As I walked to my seat, twenty-one different ways to make someone shit blood happened to pop into my head. I didn’t know why that was stored in my mind, but it was certainly very useful knowledge.

    
      

    

  
    
      Chapter 5: Date with Yerin
    

     

    “What is the area between the two curves y=x^2-3x and y=-x^2+x?”

    ‘8/3. Huh? Since when has integration of multiple polynomials been this easy?’ As expected of the nation’s top high school, the first years had to learn second year math. Math wasn’t hard for me in the first place, but now the formulas were drawn out lickety-split in my mind and I was able to reach the answer in 1 second. ‘Was I always this smart?’

    No matter how much of a genius I was, I shouldn’t be able to solve an integration of multiple polynomials question in 1 second.

    ‘What in the world is inside my mind?’

    It wasn’t just math. During English class, which was taught in English, and in physics, which went pretty in-depth, I was surprised by my own intelligence. I was able to tell that the English teacher’s drawling accent wasn’t the way white Americans, but the characteristic accent of black people, and I even discovered some egregious errors in the formulas of my physics textbook.

    Math followed English and physics. Unlike the kids who were moving their pens to studiously solve the problem, I reached the answer in 1 second via mental math. After solving it, my eyes settled on the teacher who was tenderly gazing at the room full of diligently working kids.

    ‘What a pretty teacher. Huhuhu.’

    Wasn’t it said that forbidden love with a beautiful female teacher was among the romantic fantasies of a man? Lee Ji-hae, our math teacher, was endowed with the best looks in the school. No, her beauty was on the level of the top celebrities in the nation. Her outfit, a sky-blue blouse over the pencil skirt she liked to wear, was a refreshing sight for all who saw her. Moreover, the slim fingers holding a piece of chalk and her raised white collar were perfectly matched with her intelligent looks.

    ‘Kyaa, if only I were just 3 years older.’

    If I was at least a college student, Ms. Lee Ji-hae would have been well worth trying for with my life on the line.

    “Hyuk, is the pace okay?”

    While I was drifting along in daydreams, Ms. Lee Ji-hae had gotten right in front of me and worriedly asked me a question.

    “Of course! Listening to your thoughtful lesson makes every problem no problem at all. Haha!”

    “Hoho! There was a rumor that you had a hard time during the school excursion, but I see that was all a lie.”

    Gleaming white teeth were revealed the moment she flashed a smile. The instant she approached, the beguiling fragrance of a woman ignited a fire in my spirit.

    “There is a famous saying that the young invite hardship, after all. The recent trip in Europe was a fruitful experience that gave me many lessons and gifts.”

    “Lessons and gifts? That’s right, there’s always something to learn, even in times of hardship. Our Hyuk grew a lot while he was away, didn’t he.”

    Ms. Lee Ji-hae brushed my hair with her slender hands, happy that she had found a student to be proud of. I thought that if I were to make an appearance on ‘TV is the Vehicle of Love’ later in my life, I would definitely seek Ms. Lee Ji-hae.

    
      [T/N: That’s an actual Korean show that ran from 1993 to 2010 (there’s no official translation for the name). One of the programs was to find someone who was important to you in your past and share your feelings.]
    

    ‘But that little shit, why is he glaring so much?’

    While I was enjoying Ms. Lee Ji-hae’s soul-calming warm hand, Hwang Sung-taek and his cronies were glowering at me as if something didn’t sit well with them.

    ‘I really should thrash the brats with Magic Arrow, hmph.’

    But now wasn’t the time. A little later, after I reached the 3rd Circle, I would give them a hot rated R experience that they wouldn’t forget for the rest of their lives.

    
      Riiiiiiiiiiinngg!
    

    ‘It’s already over.’

    Cued by the noisy ringing of the 4th period ending bell, Ms. Lee Ji-hae returned to her lectern.

    “Stand! Bow!”

    “Thank you very much.”

    “Alright, have a good lunch.”

    Leaving behind a loving smile at the very end, the teacher left the room hugging the attendance log and her teaching materials with her delicate arms. My regrettable crush ended with that.

    “Joong-hyun, let’s go!”

    “Yeah!”

    As always, we left the classroom in a hurry. Even at Daehan, a high school with the best facilities, being late would only leave us standing in line at the cafeteria.

    ‘What was the spell for Haste magic, again?’

    I thought of Haste magic while running towards the cafeteria, and the magic incantation naturally sprang to mind.

    ‘Mana! I have to hurry and expand my circle!’

    Because of the squirming magic knowledge in my head, my still insufficient circles and mana felt like my enemies.

     

    * * *

     

    “Father, Mother, are you not going on a vacation abroad this year?”

    “A vacation? I want to go, but… the stock values are turbulent these days.”

    “It’s such a shame. Why is the stock market like this when I’m on sabbatical, really.”

    As I ate my mom’s spicy and refreshing kimchi stew, I casually brought up the topic of an overseas vacation.

    ‘I’ll be able to train magic without worries only if my parents are away.’

    I was in a hurry due to the countless pieces of magic knowledge that popped out pell-mell in my mind. But because of my parents, who frequently opened my door unannounced to check for wholesome computer use, I couldn’t do any magic training.

    “Honey, please quit being a fund manager now. You’ve earned enough, and I also have a stable income. So please stop the headache-inducing work and try finding another job.”

    My mother was as sharp as a knife to her son, but to my father, she was an incredibly kind wife and friend.

    “I want to, but… we still have to send Hyuk to college, and…”

    “F-Father! Haha! Your Kilimanjaro panther has grown up already. Please stop worrying about me and enjoy your life together. There’s a saying like this: You who worked hard to raise your child, enjoy your middle years~!”

    “Then shall we do that? After looking at only graphs for a year, my body and mind are getting tired.”

    My father liked to eat and play as much as I did. Our combined encouragement roused his interest.

    “In that case, where shall we go for a vacation this time? Since we traveled around the Americas last year…”

    Ever the one to follow her husband’s wishes, Mother jumped on the vacation planning with frightening alacrity.

    ‘Nai~su!’ A cheer burst out inside of me. Now, I had to hammer in the nail.

    “How about a 6 week cruise? I heard that a luxury 7-star cruise ship touring the entire world, including Europe and Africa, is docking in Busan Port soon. Since you’re going on a vacation, you might as well make it a memory you won’t ever forget. This son of yours is actively recommending this cruise especially because Father and Mother have maintained the youth and love of 20 year old newlyweds.”

    If I was going to send them off, it was best to send them far away, and on an extensive cruise they couldn’t just leave whenever they wanted.

    “Oh! Now that you bring it up, going on a cruise is an option, isn’t it?” 

    For now, Mother made an expression of agreement.

    “B-but I heard that the cost per person exceeds several thousand dollars… Isn’t that too excessive for us?”

    Father was tempted, but because he was aging, the poor, middle-aged head of the lion pride couldn’t help but worry.

    “Please go! This son of yours will make it happen!”

    “What? You will, Hyuk?”

    As soon as I said it, my parents were extremely surprised.

    They had no idea. They had no idea that the only unlimited withdrawal card in the world was in the hands of their son, a man as wealthy as an emperor.

    “Here are the tickets. I’ve arranged for a suite in your names. There, you’ll be able to see the broad ocean any time you want. The departure date is Saturday of next week.”

    I pushed the envelope holding the gilded tickets towards them.

    “You…”

    Having overcome their confusion, my parents were looking at me with serious expressions on their faces.

    “Hyuk…” My father said my name quietly.

    ‘I hope it goes over well,’ I thought tersely. My father’s low voice was worrisome. It was reasonable, to be honest. What kind of parent would nonchalantly accept vacation tickets that cost thousands, no, ten thousand dollars, from their fledgling son? I gulped nervously. If they asked me to be honest about where I had gotten the money, then I would have no answer for them. How could I say that I had become the disciple of a crazy mage named Bumdalf who had come here via dimensional teleportation, and that I was gifted an immense fortune?

    My father’s next words instantly dispelled my worries.

    “You don’t have any pocket money for us?”

    ‘Father…’

    I sighed deeply as I looked at our family motto of ‘Honesty,’ which was displayed for all to see on the living room wall. I was reminded of one of the additional lines that were related to ‘Honesty.’

    ‘When you take, take it all. And be extremely thankful to the giver. That is truly a reflection of your true feelings.’

    And my parents were all too honest, even to their one and only son.

    “You won the Lotto, right?”

    “Since he begged in Europe, might it not be Superbowl or something like that?”

    
      [T/N: Hyuk’s mom mistakenly thinks that the Superbowl is a European lottery. Obviously, it is not. Lotto is a South Korean lottery.]
    

    “As expected of our son!”

    “Hoho! Hyuk, give us lots.”

    It was amazing that they could even come up with such things. These two probably wouldn’t be fazed even if they met Master Bumdalf himself. They were already busy checking the tickets I had handed over as they cheered happily.

     

    * * *

     

    ‘Thank you, big sis Marisol.’

    The aircraft crew, including big sis Marisol, was staying in Korea just because of me. When I got off the plane, she gave me a business card, telling me to give her a call anytime if there was anything I needed.

    ‘Magician Group? That name is so like Master.’

    Even Master couldn’t avoid adapting to this lawful world. He told me that his immeasurable assets were cached all over the place in some tax free banks called ‘Archipelago’ in the name of the Magician Group.

    And today, I got word from big sis Marisol that my parents had safely boarded the cruise ship. I also found out that the world’s top luxury cruise ship currently docked in Busan was merely one tiny part of Master’s overflowing assets.

    ‘My life was changed in three months. Kukuku. This is totally movie material.’

    Besides the fact that I had been to hell and back, in just three months, I had become one of only two mages in the world, as well as a multi-billionaire of unheard proportions.

    ‘My grand goal of paradise, here I come!’

    Dreams existed to become true one day.

    I dreamt a dream of my own. A kingdom just for me, in which I would live with the woman I loved while wielding absolute authority, like a medieval king. That was my dream, and it would definitely come true one day.

    “Shall we get down to it, then?”

    Though I was no longer with Master Bumdalf, I didn’t neglect my mana channeling for a single day. Now that I was a mage, I was determined to become an archmage at least as great as Master.

    ‘Enlightenment… What could be the enlightenment that breaks the 3rd Circle wall?’

    I sat cross legged in the middle of the living room, deeply contemplating 3rd Circle magic. One would only be called a mage once they reached the 3rd Circle, and it was this stage that opened up useful magic for daily life, as well as diverse and powerful offensive spells. When I thought about the 3rd Circle, all the related incantations naturally popped into my mind.

    ‘I’ll raise my circle first!’

    Money was like poison if picked up by those without ambition or ability. Magic incantations were exactly the same to mages who couldn’t raise their circles.

    Magic really did exist.

    I would become not a mage of dreams, but a true mage in the flesh.

    

    ‘Tch, was it a mistake to send them?’

    The very next day after deciding to go, my father handed in his resignation letter and the two of them finished preparing for their vacation. They boarded the cruise ship with hardly a word of farewell and went on their vacation.

    A week had already passed since then.

    ‘I miss Mom’s food. Hnng.’

    Learning magic was good, but food was important as well. I scraped by the last few days thanks to the side dishes my mom prepared, but I was getting tired of them and wanted to eat my rice with warm soup instead.

    ‘But why doesn’t this bracelet come off?’ I thought, looking at the silver bracelet that had been Master’s bait.

    ‘A link that connects time to time and space to space?’ A sentence like that was written in ancient runes on the outside. ‘Time is time and space is space, but why is it parasitizing my arm?!’

    Since it was an ominous object given to me by Master, I tried cutting it with a saw and taking it off with soap, but the silver bracelet wouldn’t budge. It was like the damn thing had become a part of my arm. I had a bad feeling about it.

    ‘Nothing will happen, right? It’s just a bracelet.’

    When I looked at the bracelet, some kind of figure came to my mind. But the figure was too difficult for me to understand at my level, so I did my best to ignore it.

    ‘Tch! It’s Saturday but there’s nowhere to go, and that rascal Joong-hyun went on a vacation with his parents!’

    Daehan High School’s teachers worked hard for five days a week. As a result, Saturday was a rest day, just like Sunday. But the problem was that I had nothing to do other than study magic, and I had already acquired most knowledge related to the 2nd Circle. Because my unexpanded circle was already fully charged with mana, I couldn’t accumulate any more mana.

    ‘Should I give her a call?’

    Yesterday, even though it was already September and we were well past the monsoon season, there was a sudden downpour in the afternoon. Since I hadn’t brought an umbrella and didn’t have a driver waiting for me outside like the other kids did, I found myself staring blankly at the falling rain.

    As the raindrops splashed onto the school yard, I saw something that I hadn’t known of at all before—each trivial raindrop held clear and pure energy. Like an enormous orchestra performing with instruments, the raindrops were performing with mana.

    
      Pitter, patter, pit-pat.
    

    The mana inside of me was also joyful and danced about as I watched the falling rain.

    And then, she appeared.

    “It’s refreshing, right? I like the rain.”

    The girl quietly watching the falling rain by my side with her black eyes was Seo Yerin. A clear fragrance reminiscent of yellow autumn chrysanthemums rode the wet air into my nose.

    “Once in a while, I like to get rained on a bit.”

    Fwoosh! Not stopping to ask for my opinion, Yerin unfurled an umbrella that was as blue as the sky. And to my disbelief, she took my arm even though we were still inside the school. I was carried along by her bold action and found myself walking down the school road in the pouring rain under her umbrella. The rain fell on both of our shoulders at the edge of the umbrella, and I was keenly aware of the jealous stares from the nearby kids.

    After walking together for a while, Yerin left her umbrella and cellphone number with me.

    ‘You’re a man, Kang Hyuk! Don’t be so pathetic about making one phone call!’

    010-99xx-1179.

    I turned on the cutting-edge cell phone I’d gotten a few days ago and dialed the number Yerin gave me.

    
      Riiing, riiing, riiing.
    

    ‘She’s not picking up?’

    The tone rang for a long time, but I didn’t hear anyone’s voice on the other side.

    Just then, I heard the dreamlike voice of an angel from the other side of the receiver.

    “Hello…”

    “Yerin, it’s me, Hyuk.”

    “Mm. Hi, Hyuk.” Once she heard my name, she responded brightly even though it seemed that she had just woken up.

    “The weather’s good today and all, so do you want to meet up?”

    “Hoho. Are you asking for a date?”

    ‘Geh, a date.’

    Her question was directed to me, a poor sop who had never had a date in his life thanks to his parents’ wilderness safari simulation parenting method.

    “The man Kang Hyuk is sincerely asking Seo Yerin for a date. Will you accept?”

    I had a good feeling from Yerin’s voice.

    “…If it’s you, Hyuk, then I’ll say yes any time.”

    After a brief silence, I heard her say yes. My heart thumped wildly as it began to race.

    ‘Ohh~!!’

    Truly, my life had drastically changed the day I met Master Bumdalf. I suppressed the fireworks going off in my heart and set a time and place.

    “Since it’s one o’clock right now, let’s meet on Daehangno at three.”

    
      [T/N: A famous street in Seoul. Literally means College Street.]
    

    “Daehangno? Okay. I’ll see you later.”

    “Alright, see you later. Come all prettied up.”

    “Haha, for whose benefit? I’m hanging up, okay?”

    
      Beep, beep, beep.
    

    I had no idea what kind of audacity drove me to say something like ‘come all prettied up’ to Yerin.

    ‘D-Date, a date! That’s right, a date!’ I clutched my phone as emotion cascaded through my body.

    “Wait a sec? Now that I think about it, I don’t have anything to wear! Gaaaah!”

    For the sake of growing up strong, besides two sets of my uniform, I had no newly purchased clothes. My parents were hyenas who clucked their tongues with regret even after stripping me of a thousand dollars in pocket money before leaving for their cruise vacation. The only “clothes” I had received from such parents after entering high school was my own panther leather-like skin.

    ‘If the two of them appeared in fairy tales, they would definitely be Nolbu and his wife, who scorned Heungbu.’

    
      [T/N: Very famous Korean folk tale. Look up ‘Heungbu and Nolbu’ on Wikipedia if you’re interested.]
    

    Holding back my tears, I squeezed into some jeans that gave me a wedgie because they were too small now, draped on the cotton t-shirt my father used as pajamas, and ran outside. As for the jeans, the trendy European shirt, and the rest of the goods Marisol had prepared the day I returned, my father had already packed them away with him.

    I was on my way to meet the angel Seo Yerin. I needed clothes befitting the angel. Today, I would make her happy as her knight.

    “Please ring this up. This too.”

    I chose jeans, the safest option for a student, and a long-sleeved shirt that matched the season, late summer. Additionally, I armed myself with completely new items, from socks to shoes and even underwear.

    “C-Customer, your total so far comes to… over $400. Will it be alright?”

    I was in the Emperor Mall in Apgujeong, which only the most wealthy Koreans could afford to patronize. I just went into a store I liked and started picking out clothes, but that was the line that greeted me when I went to ring them up.

    ‘Do I look so poor?’ I knew all too well that our material civilization valued the exterior over the interior, but the doubtful look the shop lady was giving me, Kang Hyuk, was truly lamentable.

    “Please ring me up.”

    I was on the way to meet an angel. I didn’t have time to be resentful about the world’s heartlessness.

    “Oh, my! It’s a platinum card. Hoho! This is my first time seeing it, too.”

    All thoughts of completing the transaction far, far away, the shop lady held up the platinum card I pushed towards her, making a fuss.

    “This is the rumored platinum card?”

    “I heard only billionaires and famous actors use it…”

    The shop ladies who had gathered at the mention of a platinum card looked with fascination at the card and me.

    ‘Even though they were ignoring me earlier…’

    I looked away from the all-too-transparent women.

    There were only 30 minutes or so left now. If I took a taxi, I would get there right on time.

     

    * * *

     

    ‘There’s so many people.’

    We had chosen Marronnier Park on Daehangno as the meeting place for our date. Since it was the weekend, there were as many women who had come out for dates as there were grains of sand in the sea.

    ‘Huhu, what a blessed time.’

    Yesterday’s rain put a damper on Seoul’s heat wave. Instead of its usual mugginess, the city was refreshingly cool for the first time in a while. Moreover, women were happily walking down the street holding hands or going arm to arm with their boyfriends.

    ‘What a stunning figure! A work of art, an art!’

    It wasn’t just that there were women. There were a lot of women. They were all ladies several years older than me, ladies just starting to bloom. Wearing the currently popular short skirts and cool tops, their figures as they walked with their hips swaying slightly made my heart tremble as I watched them.

    In order to get into Daehan High School, I hadn’t taken a single proper look since middle school. I was truly what they called a Seoul bumpkin. For a person like me, this September Saturday afternoon was like a blessing.

    All of this was just like a dream. Time helped mend the wounds I suffered during my painful time with Master Bumdalf, to the point that I couldn’t even remember how much time had passed since that hellish magic training.

    As I was admiring the pretty women and enjoying my time off, I suddenly heard exclamations from some people behind me.

    “My!”

    “Wow!”

    “She’s pretty. Maybe she’s a celebrity?”

    “What killer looks. Hot damn!”

    ‘Celebrity? Who?’ An incredible beauty must have appeared, because the men were drooling as they shouted and the women were murmuring as well.

    My head also turned. It was enjoyable free eye candy, after all. I would probably regret it if I missed out.

    ‘Oooh! So sexy!’

    My gaze turned right onto her slender legs. Though it wasn’t as daring as the short mini skirts of the other women, her denim skirt was still definitely a mini skirt. Below the skirt were snow white, milky legs.

    It was enough to induce marvel.

    ‘I don’t know who her boyfriend is, but he sure caught a big one.’

    Even if her face was just average, this woman was most certainly qualified to receive people’s attention.

    ‘Huh?’

    While I was in jealousy and awe, that woman’s white Nike sneakers approached me.

    “Hyuk.”

    ‘Geh!’

    The beautiful girl wearing a denim mini skirt and a white summer blouse that made her pearly skin shimmer… was my angel, Yerin.

    ‘Dammit! Then that means everyone has been feasting their eyes on Yerin!’

    Countless males were still dazedly raking their wicked gazes over Yerin. Rage suddenly surged within me. After all, who but Buddha would like a thief who coveted his meal?

    “What lovely weather it is. I would have been at home taking a nap if not for you, Hyuk. Hoho, thanks. For asking me for a date like this.”

    After glancing into the sky for a moment, the angelic Yerin even thanked me for asking her on a date.

    “How about we start with a movie, if you’re thankful?”

    “Sounds good! But you’ve gotta buy me popcorn and cola, ‘kay?”

    “Sure! I shall give you the full service, Princess.”

    ‘Kuhaha! I get to watch a movie with a girl other than my mom for the first time in my 17 years of life.’

    Didn’t someone once say that good things happened if you lived for a long time?

    ‘Hohshit!’

    While I was lost in my happy imagination, I felt slender fingers wrap around my left hand. Just like yesterday, when she had grabbed my arm, Yerin had nonchalantly grasped my hand.

     

    * * *

     

    ‘Silly.’

    Ye-rin felt happy as she gazed at the pure Kang Hyuk, who was surprised just because she grabbed his hand.

    ‘Guess he doesn’t remember me.’

    He wasn’t as good-looking as Henry Cavill or Tom Cruise, but Kang Hyuk had an agreeable face that automatically made you say that he was manly. Paired with his sturdy physique that matched his height, he was already becoming a hot topic among the first year girls.

    They had gotten into the prestigious Daehan High School, but high school was merely a stepping stone for college. And because everyone was so smart, they were all future competition for each other. As a result, there was always some tension when people talked to one another. Even their laughter was a pretense, and no one had friends they could really open their hearts to.

    But Kang Hyuk was different.

    He was always wearing a smile as cool as the blue autumn sky as he went about school life with his shoulders straight and proud. Kang Hyuk drew unseen popularity from the mentally drained students.

    Furthermore, Kang Hyuk was the savior of Yerin’s life.

    In her second year of middle school, she was studying at a cram school late into the night in order to get into Daehan High School. Though she studied until night fell, she was able to go to cram school without worries because she had a driver to take her home.

    But one day, her driver suddenly got into a car accident and Yerin was forced to go home alone, late at night.

    There wouldn’t have been any problem if she had gone by taxi, but she went home on the bus that ran by the cram school. And unfortunately, she was accosted by three delinquent high schoolers at the playground at the entrance of her neighborhood.

    A chilly autumn breeze was blowing, so there were no people walking around late at night. The delinquents dragged Yerin to somewhere dark. She wanted to scream, but she was so terrified that she couldn’t say a word. Even now, she couldn’t forget the sight of the delinquents who had looked lustfully at her as they dragged her along.

    That night, when she was sure to have suffered an injury that could never be washed away, a knight like the ones in the movies appeared.

    The male student was just over 5′ 6″ and was wearing the uniform of the neighboring middle school. He met eyes with Yerin as she was dragged along like an animal, and the very next moment, he jumped forward.

    There was no warning or anything. He simply picked up a wooden stick from the street and beat the living daylights out of the three delinquents like he was beating mere animals.

    Then, after candidly telling the high schoolers who were bigger than him to live their lives properly, he turned to leave.

    That was when Yerin saw it. By the dim light of the streetlamp, she caught a glimpse of the name tag on the boy’s uniform.

    The name she saw was Kang Hyuk.

     

    * * *

     

    “That was fun! Hyuk, what’s the next course?”

    We came out after watching a movie called Rotten, Filthy, Shitty Bastard, a film that won good reviews on the Internet for being fun. It was funny throughout and combined awesome scenes with action to give us a thrilling ride.

    After relieving our stress and coming out of the movie theater, it was already almost six o’clock.

    “Yerin, do you like jazz?”

    “Jazz? How did you know that I like jazz?”

    The unique Yerin was clearly different from normal kids. I remembered the jazz tunes that had flowed from her MP3 player the other day.

    “Let’s go. There’s a place that does live jazz on Daehangno.”

    “Really? Impressive, Hyuk!” Yerin exclaimed. But then, her eyes took a doubtful glimmer. “But Hyuk, could it be that you’re…”

    “What?”

    “One of those playboys I’ve heard about?”

    “P-Playboy?”

    I was shocked to hear the word ‘playboy’ on my first ever date.

    “Yerin,” I said quietly.

    “Yeah?” The goddess’ large eyes glinted with playfulness.

    “As the one who compelled me to become a playboy, you’re more likely to be one. And…” I trailed off as I gazed gently at Yerin’s black eyes. “For you, and only you, I want to become your playboy, always.”

    
      Tremble.
    

    ‘That’s right, she should be moved. Huhu.’

    Words so naughty that they made me want to go into a hardware shop and bang my head on a metal bar came out of my mouth.

    “Hyuk…” Her eyes trembling as if she had been touched a hundred times over, Yerin called me with trembling lips.

    “Yes, Yerin.”

    On some street corner of Daehangno, as the dusk wrapped the city in shadows, Yerin warmly called my name.

    I waited for Yerin’s next words.

    “I’m cold.”

    ‘GEH!’

    “Has winter come so suddenly? Why is it this cold? Hohoho! Hyuk, be careful. You were so corny you almost made me fall over. Hohoho!”

    “…”

    ‘Of course. I’m the idiot for having believed that dating was easier than studying.’

    In middle school, I thoroughly studied a $4 textbook on dating to prepare myself for the upcoming world of love. This was something I had always felt, but the truth was, theories and reality were really as different as night and day, and the price of an item showed in its effectiveness.

     

    * * *

     

    “Welcome. Do you have a reservation?”

    Though it was located on Daehangno, a street that targeted a younger clientele, the live jazz cafe Prius maintained a dignified air. I had seen via the internet that it was a place with jazz performances of the highest caliber.

    “I have a reservation under the name Kang Hyuk.”

    “One moment, please. Ah, here you are. You are in the top VIP room. Please follow me.”

    The cordial waiter guided us to our table.

    “Hyuk, isn’t this too much?” Yerin’s eyes had turned as big as saucers at the words ‘VIP room.’

    “I spent all my allowance. It’s fine as long as you feed me and keep me alive for the next month, Yerin.”

    “Ha, what? Well… you’re being cute, so I’ll think about it,” she said, slightly pursing her cherry red lips.

    ‘Those lips sure look cute.’ The strange warmth the sight of her lips ignited in me made me unable to look away.

    “The VIP room does not take specific orders. In a short while, we will bring the chef’s special course meal.”

    ‘Looks like we won’t be able to drink even a single glass, though some wine would be perfect.’

    We were clearly still youngsters. The waiter didn’t even ask about serving alcoholic drinks and left with a nod.

    “Looks like there’s a quintet here. Saxophone, drum, contrabass, trumpet, piano. I’m really looking forward to it.”

    Yerin directed an expectant gaze at the instruments on the dimly lit stage. She brushed back her long, glossy black hair with her right hand with a look of great anticipation.

    “This place specializes in performing standard pieces in the fusion jazz literature. It’ll be pleasant to hear.”

    “Hyuk, do you have a lot of interest in jazz, too?”

    “No, well… A bit.”

    I stuttered in response to Yerin’s query. At one point in my life, I hadn’t just been interested in it—I had considered pursuing the path of a professional musician. Now it was a dream of the past.

    “For a car accident to have suddenly happened…”

    “It’s no good if we don’t have the performance…”

    “And at the time when all the customers are in, too.”

    ‘A car accident?’

    We heard some shocked voices from behind the stage.

    “Hyuk, looks like something happened.”

    Yerin’s starry eyes filled with disappointment.

    ‘Argh, my perfect first date is—!’

    I wondered if this was the shitty feeling a painter might experience if they drew a woman of unequaled beauty but were stopped before they could draw the eyes.

    My heart fell at this unforeseen accident. Today’s main date course, the jazz concert, was about to go down the drain.

    ‘We can’t go back like this.’

    There must have been some news, because the waiters who had been serving the customers were running about in confusion. I had the bad feeling that they would offer us a refund soon.

    “Wait here a moment.”

    “You’re going somewhere?”

    “Yeah. To the bathroom for a bit.”

    “Alright.”

    She must have really been looking forward to it. Her face was filled with heavy disappointment.

    ‘For you, Yerin, no, for my monumental first date!’

    I resolved myself and went towards the person who looked like the manager.

    I wanted to show her that nothing was impossible on the path walked by the man Kang Hyuk.

     

    * * *

     

    “Haah…!”

    Hyuk, who went to the bathroom, didn’t come back even after a long time.

    ‘Even though it’s my first date with Hyuk…’

    Ye-rin breathed a pained sigh. This was the event that her prince charming, Hyuk, had prepared for her. The live jazz she hadn’t even imagined had moved her in a way that couldn’t be expressed with words.

    Even her considerate parents couldn’t pay attention to Yerin because of work. Moreover, it was her birthday today. Her father managed a small business, and something must have happened because he hadn’t come home for the past few days and practically lived in his office. And her mom was busy lamenting her woes to her relatives and friends on the phone. Yerin didn’t know the details, but from what she could gather, something bad had definitely happened to her father’s business.

    The date with Kang Hyuk had found her while she was anxiously spending her birthday like that. Seeing the pure and vigorous smile of this guy who was so considerate of her allowed Yerin to brush aside her gloomy mood.

    The only problem was, the live jazz that she had secretly looked forward to was canceled.

    “Everyone, we apologize for the wait. We will start the performance right away.”

    A sudden announcement rang throughout the café by mic.

    “…?”

    Surprised, Ye-rin looked at the stage.

    Walking forward to appear on the stage were five men and women. Most of them were wearing black attire that allowed free movement, but interestingly, one man was in comfortable jeans and a blue shirt.

    “H-Hyuk…”

    The short-haired man who came up onto the stage with the performers was indeed Kang Hyuk. Not believing her eyes, Yerin blinked and looked at Hyuk again.

    At that moment, Yerin saw him flash her a confident and refreshing smile.

    “We apologize for being a little late. We hope you enjoy your night.”

    The mild-looking saxophone player looking to be in his early 40’s tilted his head in a brief bow.

    
      Clap clap clap!
    

    The audience naturally applauded following the performers’ greeting, and Kang Hyuk went to sit at the piano.

    
      Boom boom boom! 
    

    The contrabass rang softly, and then, the harmony of several instruments began weaving a smooth, jazzy melody.

    “Hyuk…”

    A piece Yerin knew well, called Fly Me to the Moon, began flowing out as jazz.

    Touched by immeasurable emotion, Yerin’s large eyes became wet with tears.

     

    * * *

     

    ‘What a relief.’

    I had never been so grateful for my safari breeding program. I ended up learning the piano because of my mom’s opinion that even a panther struggling on Kilimanjaro needed to be able to play an instrument or two in order to lure in a mate. Thanks to my mom, an applied music professor, I was capable of performing all sorts of styles, including jazz, even though I was classically trained.

    Thus I was able to safely overcome the crisis that had threatened to mar our first date.

    
      Bada, boom boom, bada boom!
    

    ‘So this is an ensemble.’

    Because jazz music was pleasant and comfortable to hear, I often practiced standard jazz at home. Although I sat down at the piano for Yerin’s sake, at some point, I became immersed in the jazz ensemble.

    Jazz was a type of music that was said to be loved by free-spirited people.

    I closed my eyes and fell deeper into that mellow and harmonious world.

     

    * * *

     

    ‘You’re amazing, Hyuk!’

    At seventeen years, he was still a young boy. Yet he didn’t fall behind even in the midst of professional players who made a living out of jazz. Rather, the piano had somehow become the centerpiece and Kang Hyuk, the leader.

    The sight of Hyuk, who was gently swaying with his eyes closed, absorbed in the music, made Yerin’s heart race on and on.

    Ever since he saved her from danger, she had truly looked forward to the day she could meet Hyuk again, and after coincidentally entering the same school, she was able to meet him. She hesitated a great deal before talking to him at the school field trip, too.

    ‘He’s beautiful.’

    Ye-rin was vividly experiencing the fact that men could also be beautiful at times.

    Buoyed by a hazy feeling of intoxication, she had a taste of the illusion that she was flying towards the moon on the melody crafted by Hyuk.

     

    * * *

     

    ‘That’s it! That’s what it was!’

    Jazz could only be played well if the ensemble was one.

    In the middle of doing my best to play the piano out of consideration for the other players, an enlightenment suddenly came to me.

    I had discovered the key that could unlock the 3rd Circle that had been my wall.

    ‘3rd Circle magic starts from harmoniously combining magic up to the 2nd Circle. Just like how one plus one becomes two and two plus two becomes four, if I naturally combine them, I can break the wall in my magic. It’s like how more water can be held if the vessel increases in size.’

    From what Master Bumdalf had said, from the 3rd Circle onwards, you would receive the title of ‘Mage’ and be able to go out into the world and make a living out of it. But he had said that most mages-in-training were unable to overcome the wall between the 2nd and 3rd Circle for their entire lives.

    And now, I felt like I would be able to make a living as a mage.

    ‘Thank you, Yerin.’

    Yerin, this girl who stood with me on the starting point of a new life, was undoubtedly the goddess of good fortune watching over me.

    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 6: True Wealth
      
    

    
       
    

    
      “Levitation!”
    

    
      
        Shwaa!
      
    

    
      With my incantation, I felt the mana in my circles drain away with frightening speed. 
    

    
      “Ohh, OHHHHHHHH! I’m up! I’m floating!”
    

    
      At the same time, I rose into the air as if someone was lightly lifting my body. Magic was truly something that was constantly giving me surprises. I posed with my arms stretched forward in flight, as if I had become a baby Superman.
    

    
      “Huhuhu. If I were to become an archmage like Master, even world domination would be no problem.”
    

    
      The uses for magic were limitless. Though this was the cutting-edge 21st century, there was no end to the things that could be done with magic. You could rob a bank using Invisibility magic to hide yourself from people, or you could even peep on the women’s baths, the forbidden land that would forever capture one’s curiosity. If you installed a safe Warp magic circle, you would be able to travel the world as much as you wanted, whenever you wanted. Not only that, the various attack and defense spells could make you invincible.
    

    
      Furthermore, if you were to use extensive magic knowledge to develop new medicines, substances, or magic items, raking in a fortune would be a piece of cake.
    

    
      “If I keep going at this rate, I should be able to reach the 4th Circle, or even the 5th Circle, in four years.”
    

    
      The new mana channeling method that Master had been unable to learn despite creating it, internal chi channeling reinterpreted as mana breathing, matched my hasty personality. What good would it be to become an old 8th Circle archmage at a hundred years of age? My youth would be gone, and my beautiful girlfriends over the years would be reduced to bones and skin, on the verge of returning to the ground.
    

    
      ‘Let’s learn it in one go! I’ll grow at a speed that no one has achieved in the history of magic!’
    

    
      I could feel three distinct mana circles in my chest. The mana in my upper and lower danjeons were forming circles while communicating with each other.
    

    
      ‘3rd Circle magic isn’t enough. At best, the greatest attack spell is a measly Lightning. Since I can’t use strong magic, there’s no magic I can use when I’m really in danger.’
    

    
      Magic theories were whizzing through my mind. In order to cast magic instantly without a formula and an incantation, you had to be one circle higher than the spell. So simply learning 3rd Circle magic didn’t mean much. Instead of slowly casting magic without any protection, it was faster and more effective to just use my fist.
    

    
      ‘The 4th Circle! My next goal is the 4th Circle!’
    

    
      As Master said, “Once a mage, always a mage.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, I too had become a mage greedy for circles and magic knowledge.
    

    
      ‘I’ll learn flight magic. Then I’ll go up to the window in Yerin’s room, and… huhuhu…’
    

    
      One lewd thought was firing up my fighting spirit. It was the reason I needed magic.
    

    
      Later, I planned on passing it down to my kids, too. After making 108 spells that were very useful in real life, of course.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Is this information accurate?”
    

    
      “Yes, Master. The Magician Group’s private plane that we have been watching has been in Incheon International Airport for an extended time. The person who used the plane is a 17 year old high schooler named Kang Hyuk.”
    

    
      “A high schooler, you say… he’s definitely that old man’s disciple. Otherwise, that old man who treats money like his own blood wouldn’t give away his plane.”
    

    
      A middle-aged man in his forties was sitting on a chair made of the finest crocodile skin. The white tiger hide and the ten-odd rifles hanging on the walls as decorative pieces were a testament to the man’s remarkable social standing.
    

    
      “Send some useful fellows to observe the kid named Kang Hyuk.”
    

    
      “Yes, Master!” barked the man with a deep scar stretching from his right eye to his mouth, bowing.
    

    
      The man in front, the one called Master, had horrible scars over his forehead and was one of the three heads of the Triad. In Hong Kong, China, and the East, the sound of his name alone made people tremble.
    

    
      His name was Chang Li.
    

    
      He was one of the legendary killing machines in the Triad who had risen to his current position by his fists alone.
    

    
      ‘You old man… I’ve waited for this day. I can’t do anything to you, but I’ll trample all the seeds you’ve sown before they can sprout. Nghh!’
    

    
      Twenty or so years ago, he went into the Czech Republic for a contracted assassination and happened to become a mage. At first, he thought of the old man as a lunatic who was building castles in the air, but after seeing the terrifying magic with his own eyes, Chang Li became the mage’s disciple. However, he was unable to overcome the wall of the 3rd Circle, even after several years of training, so Chang Li decided to kill the mage and steal his fortune.
    

    
      There was enormous wealth piled up in the place that was the mage’s magic tower, as well as an astronomical amount of money squirreled away in every nation in the world. Just robbing the magic tower would give him a fortune great enough to start an organization with laughable ease. That was what led him to try and murder the old man, but he failed.
    

    
      An 8th Circle archmage.
    

    
      The upper circle magic he had only imagined was far greater than he’d ever thought. Expecting that Chang Li would betray him, the crazy mage had already laid magic traps all over the place, and Chang Li was forced to bash his head into the ground in order to survive.
    

    
      ‘Kang Hyuk… I sincerely hope you have the skills to survive me. Kukuku.’
    

    
      Through the tenacious constitution he had been born with and bloody training on his part, Chang Li had trained 3rd Circle magic to its very limits.
    

    
      Magic had gotten him to where he was now and was the true source of his strength.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hyuk, what should I do? I think my grades will fall this time.”
    

    
      “A man shouldn’t cry just because his test scores fell a little!”
    

    
      ‘Kukuku! Our midterms have finally ended,’ I rejoiced. Even for an archmage, midterms were an unavoidable part of Korea’s education curriculum.
    

    
      Joong-hyun was shaking as he held his last test paper, the fear of having bombed the test all over his face.
    

    
      ‘There’s really no way for me to not love Master. Kukuku.’
    

    
      I had grown smarter after learning magic, and that was underselling it. I had become so sharp that I could memorize everything in a book I read one time with a little concentration. That was all I did before I took the tests.
    

    
      There wasn’t a single problem I couldn’t answer.
    

    
      ‘Now that I think about it, didn’t Master say he also raised Einstein? Since he was said to have used about 20% of his brain… Oohh! Then have I also come to possess such an outstanding brain?’
    

    
      The immense benefits of magic were revealing themselves to me layer by fascinating layer. If this kept going, I felt like I could even win a Nobel Prize one day.
    

    
      “Hoho, good work, everyone. But since the end of midterms doesn’t mean that your life’s exams are over, please don’t lose steam and keep going strong. There’s nothing to lose by studying, after all. Hohohoho!”
    

    
      Ms. Wang, the Dreaded Snow White who deflated everyone’s spirits every time she opened her mouth, droned on about studying with no understanding of the feelings of the kids who had been liberated from exams.
    

    
      “Teacher, my grandfather told me to bring over all my friends who finished their exams.”
    

    
      “Oh, really? You’re saying CEO Hwang said that, right?”
    

    
      “Yes. He said he would invite everyone to our Ohsung Hotel.”
    

    
      ‘Just look at him.’ I had warned him not to flaunt his money, but Hwang Sung-taek yapped through his snout with a proud look.
    

    
      “The Ohsung Hotel is really good. I was there not long ago too, and the food is absolute perfection. So delicious.”
    

    
      The Ohsung Group was second to none in the Republic of Korea. As the direct grandson of that Ohsung Group’s CEO, Hwang Sung-taek was proudly treating the group like it was his.
    

    
      “A bus has been prepared outside. We can go now.”
    

    
      “Hoho, sounds good. Everyone, your friend’s grandfather invited us, so we all have to go, right? Let’s play to our heart’s content today.”
    

    
      Though she had been pressuring us to study because ‘the end of midterms doesn’t mean your life’s exams are over’ just a moment ago, Ms. Wang’s lips stretched ear to ear at the mere mention of an invitation to the hotel.
    

    
      “Wow! I heard the buffet at the Ohsung Hotel is tasty; we get to stuff ourselves today!”
    

    
      “Hoho! It’s good to have a well-off friend after all.”
    

    
      Along with the Daehan Group, the Ohsung Group was one of the big conglomerates in Korea. The kids in class were clamoring in anticipation.
    

    
      “Well, if you’re busy and don’t want to go, you don’t need to force yourself. I’m especially saying this to those who could get lost in the hotel.” Hwang Sung-taek looked at me, laughing coldly.
    

    
      ‘T-That brat! Arrrggh!’ I was already planning on giving him a scolding, but this Hwang Sung-taek really was testing the limits of my patience. ‘Fine, I’ll go. Let’s see how well-off you really are.’
    

    
      I had never been to the Ohsung Hotel before in my life. I smiled as I ground my teeth.
    

    
      
        Mask the dagger in thy heart.
      
    

    
      A blade was hidden deep within in my smile.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Isn’t this nice~?”
    

    
      “As expected of the Ohsung Hotel!”
    

    
      The class of kids wearing school uniforms arrived at the Ohsung Hotel’s buffet. The mellow sound of a 10-person chamber ensemble filled the air in a large hall with what seemed to be over a hundred different kinds of top-class dishes, each one begging to be put into our famished stomachs.
    

    
      ‘This is pretty good, isn’t it? My house is nearby and I won’t have to worry about my meals, too.’
    

    
      A ridiculous thought occurred to me as soon as I saw the Ohsung Hotel’s buffet.
    

    
      “Miss Manager.”
    

    
      “Yes, is there something wrong?”
    

    
      I called the female staff member who seemed to be a manager. She was looking around, stiff with tension because the CEO’s heir and his friends were here.
    

    
      “How much is this?”
    

    
      The manager, whose name tag read ‘Lee Yun-shil,’ followed my finger to the buffet. “At dinner time, it is about $120, including additional tax. But Daehan High School students, and even their immediate family members, get a 50% discount by the CEO’s special orders.”
    

    
      As expected of an employee at a top-class hotel, the manager put on a business smile and gave a friendly explanation.
    

    
      “No, not that. How much is this hotel?”
    

    
      “What? T-The hotel?” My nonchalant query about the hotel’s price briefly confused the manager Lee Yun-shil. “Our hotel is an unlisted company, so I do not know the exact price. But since it’s $50 per unlisted share… I would say that around $120 million would be sufficient.”
    

    
      Likely thinking it was just a student’s thoughtless remark, Manager Lee Yun-shil emphasized the $120 million.
    

    
      “What is your dream, miss?”
    

    
      “What? My dream?” The manager lady thought for a brief moment while looking at me, a person asking weird questions instead of eating. She was probably thinking that I was asking all sorts of questions even though I wasn’t a matchmaker or life counselor. “Of course, it’s to be a hotel administrator, the biggest dream a hotelier can have. To that end, I have lived while doing my best.”
    

    
      ‘Oh! This lady is pretty cool.’
    

    
      It was said that those who dream are beautiful. The pretty lady in her late twenties said with sparkly eyes that she wanted to become a hotel administrator.
    

    
      “Then good news will be coming to you soon.”
    

    
      “What? Good news?” asked Manager Lee Yun-shil, failing to understand what I meant.
    

    
      “I need a better place to eat, you see. So I was thinking about buying this hotel,” I whispered conspiratorially in her ear.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      She was completely silent for a moment.
    

    
      “If you really do take over the hotel, please leave the administration to me. I will make it the top hotel in all of Korea, no, the entire world.”
    

    
      Manager Lee Yun-shil must have taken it as a joke, because she regained her composure after a moment and whispered into my ear with a grin. She was such a charming woman that I would introduce her to my older brother, if I had one.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      
        Munch munch. 
      
    

    
      I dipped meaty king crab pieces in kiwi sauce and dug in.
    

    
      ‘It tastes phenomenal.’
    

    
      Even though our school meals were considered the best in the nation, they couldn’t match up to a first-class hotel buffet. Moreover, having been unable to eat a proper meal for the past few days because my mom was gone, I was busy stuffing my face as I went around the buffet booths, thematically arranged by country—Korea, Japan, China, as well as cuisine from every continent.
    

    
      ‘The seasoning is just right, and the ingredients are fresh, too. Kyaa! Since the food was also made skillfully by the chefs, it’s seriously the embodiment of perfection.’
    

    
      Cooked to match the special characteristics of each dish, the full-course meal of delicacies melted gently on the tongue.
    

    
      “You were hungry, weren’t you, Hyuk?”
    

    
      “Hm? Not really. It’s just that I’m offended by our ‘friend’s’ consideration, so I’m eating up for him. But Yerin.”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      I glanced at Yerin’s plate. She was nibbling on a few kinds of salad despite being surrounded by global delicacies. “My mom says that girls need to eat well in order to be able to pump out babies later when they get married.”
    

    
      “Pump out? Pfft, this isn’t the primeval times or anything.”
    

    
      I was worrying about our future, and at my suggestive words, Seo Yerin gave her characteristic snort and blushed.
    

    
      ‘Gosh, just looking at her makes me full.’
    

    
      “Y-You two are acting weird?”
    

    
      Whether it was coincidence or inevitable, Joong-hyun and I were sitting together. We were as inseparable as elastic bands in panties, after all. But Yerin took a seat next to us without reserve, making me happy. That made Joong-hyun look up from stuffing his face with food and peer suspiciously at Yerin and me.
    

    
      ‘This rascal’s more perceptive than he looks,’ I thought, gratified by Joong-hyun’s unexpected shrewdness.
    

    
      “You guys sure are eating like pigs.”
    

    
      While Joong-hyun, Yerin, and I were happily eating our meal, we heard a voice in which all respect had seriously been thrown into a ditch.
    

    
      “Guess it makes sense you’re hungry, considering you were begging like a loser in Europe.”
    

    
      “Kuku! Pig out, retard.”
    

    
      ‘Just look at these kids.’
    

    
      The three young brats were ignoring the saying that you shouldn’t mess with a dog when it’s eating. They appeared out of nowhere just to piss me off. Especially Hwang Sung-taek, whose ugly mug was plastered with a big smirk, even though he was just a lump of three hundred thousand years of bad luck.
    

    
      ‘Should I give him a taste of hell today?’ I briefly contemplated.
    

    
      “Kang Hyuk, eat lots. When else will brats from poor families get to come to a place like this? Kuku. Though I can feed you every day if you please me, the Crown Prince. Isn’t that right, Seo Yerin?”
    

    
      
        [T/N: I just realized it, but Hwang Sung-taek’s nickname, Crown Prince, is a play off of his last name. Crown Prince in Korean is ‘HWANG tae ja.’]
      
    

    
      The barbs went from me to Yerin.
    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    
      But a proud lily wasn’t meant to answer a weed. Yerin turned her head to look out the window with a hmph.
    

    
      ‘This little brat seriously has no clue.’
    

    
      The me of the past would have suffered a wounded pride, but after becoming a rich man who had nothing to be jealous of, Hwang Sung-taek’s bitching was just laughable.
    

    
      “The CEO is coming.”
    

    
      “What, for the CEO to suddenly…”
    

    
      As I was contemplating how to mess with Hwang Sung-taek in a way that would get the rumor mill going, the buffet entrance became noisy.
    

    
      “Grandpa!”
    

    
      ‘Grandpa? CEO Hwang Man-hyuk of the Ohsung Group?’
    

    
      A person I often saw on TV, CEO Hwang Man-hyuk, entered the buffet hall, followed by a retinue of 10 or so people. Hwang Sung-taek ran towards him like a puppy, calling his grandpa.
    

    
      ‘Lol, short legs run in the family.’
    

    
      With his grizzled hair, the 70 year old CEO Hwang Man-hyuk crouched like he was taking a poo, a posture that matched his low height, to embrace his grandson.
    

    
      “Ahh, you rascal. You’ve grown so much you could get married the day after tomorrow, you brat.”
    

    
      Hwang Man-hyuk flashed a smile that made him look good-natured as he tousled his puppy’s hair. Contrary to what my fund manager father said about the CEO, a vicious conglomerate who razed small businesses, he looked decent on the outside. He looked as mild as the kind-looking KFC grandpa.
    

    
      “Hello there! Hoho! I am Wang Sun-nyeo, Sung-taek’s homeroom teacher. It is an honor to meet you like this. Hohoho!” said the Snow White Ms. Wang Sun-nyeo, her sophisticated air dripping with pretense.
    

    
      “Ah, so you are Sung-taek’s homeroom teacher. I should have sought you out and said my greetings, but at least we can meet now.”
    

    
      “Hoho, please. How could the person leading the Ohsung Group that drives Korea come to the school? I will look after Sung-taek both materially and emotionally, so please do not worry.”
    

    
      Caked in makeup, Ms. Wang Sun-nyeo was the epitome of social pretense and flattery.
    

    
      “In that case, I won’t have anything to worry about. I will send you a small token of my sincerity sometime, please accept it. I leave Sung-taek, who will lead our Ohsung Group in the future, in your care…”
    

    
      When else would you get to see the CEO of the great Ohsung Group paying his respects to a teacher? Moreover, at the words ‘small token of my sincerity,’ Ms. Wang Sun-nyeo beamed with joy even under all that makeup. It was seriously embarrassing that she was our homeroom teacher.
    

    
      “General Manager.”
    

    
      “Yes, CEO,” the hotel’s general manager answered immediately.
    

    
      “Tell the kitchen to make their special menu. The friends of my grandson are here…”
    

    
      The end of CEO Hwang’s sentence trailed off. Maybe that was how he always talked.
    

    
      “Before you arrived, sir, I already informed each kitchen to make their special menu.” The General Manager was frozen stiff before CEO Hwang, like he was facing a lance-corporal division commander in the army.
    

    
      ‘Tch, the brat is that old man’s grandson after all.’
    

    
      I thought I could surmise why Hwang Sung-taek was so fucking rude. The person he had watched and learned from, his grandpa, treated everyone under him like shit. That explained why the young bastard had no idea what manners were.
    

    
      “Alright, everyone! Shouldn’t we thank the CEO of the great Ohsung Group, Hwang Man-hyuk, who invited us today?”
    

    
      Ms. Wang Sun-nyeo emphasized the ‘great Ohsung Group’ part even though she wasn’t even a public relations manager of the Ohsung Group.
    

    
      “Thank you very much.”
    

    
      “CEO Hwang, you’re the best!”
    

    
      
        Clap clap clap!
      
    

    
      For some reason, because there were only a few guests outside of our group and it was mostly the kids from our class, raucous thanks and applause filled up the hall. Only Yerin and I watched in silence and apathy.
    

    
      “Thank you. Now, please return to your meals. The uninvited appearance of an old man like me has only gotten in the way of your meal.”
    

    
      As was appropriate for a tycoon who held politics and the economy in his hands, he presented himself as benevolent even in front of the kids.
    

    
      ‘I know. Your heart is as black as coal.’
    

    
      Unlike the other kids, I had heard of the Ohsung Group’s extremely terrible deeds through my father. It was said that Hwang Man-hyuk’s specialty was controlling skillful small businesses and either slowly cutting their unit prices, or threatening them to make them do as he wanted.
    

    
      “Then everyone, please enjoy the rest of your time here. Sung-taek, go take your friends who can make it to Ohsung Land tomorrow, too. I’ll let them know.”
    

    
      
        [T/N: Ohsung Land is a theme park, like Disney Land.]
      
    

    
      “Thanks grandpa. Hehe.”
    

    
      ‘He’s seriously gonna roll over.’ Though he was all sorts of arrogant at school, in front of his grandpa, the bastard was wagging his tail and panting like a mutt.
    

    
      I pushed out my chair and stood.
    

    
      “Where are you going, Hyuk?” Yerin asked.
    

    
      “There’s someone I have to admonish with some advice about life,” I answered, before running outside to where CEO Hwang had gone. Something I absolutely wanted to tell him had suddenly occurred to me.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “CEO Hwang!” I called loudly to CEO Hwang, who had left the buffet and was standing in front of the elevator.
    

    
      “You are? A friend of Sung-taek?”
    

    
      He must have thought that I had followed him out in order to express my thanks, because CEO Hwang Man-hyuk greeted me warmly.
    

    
      “My name is Kang Hyuk. There’s something I want to ask.”
    

    
      “A question? Haha! You are brave for a youngster.” Though he said that, the guards and attendants around CEO Hwang had somehow swelled to 20+ people. “Alright, what is your question?”
    

    
      CEO Hwang still hadn’t dropped his facade.
    

    
      “What is your dream, CEO?”
    

    
      “Dream?”
    

    
      Hwang Man-hyuk was slightly confused by the sudden talk about dreams.
    

    
      “You! Are you holding up the busy CEO with a joke!” A man who looked to be the chief secretary came forward with a slight scowl on his face.
    

    
      “I don’t have anything so unnecessary as a dream. I’m simply fiercely living the life I was given.”
    

    
      ‘To not have a dream… I see.’
    

    
      When I was young, my grandpa held me and told me something, as if telling me a story. There is no one as happy as someone who dreams, and nothing as wretched and fearful as someone who doesn’t have a dream.
    

    
      “Thank you for your time. I will continue to think deeply about your words.” I sharply bowed and moved to return to the buffet hall.
    

    
      “You, what is your name?”
    

    
      I heard the CEO’s stern voice behind me.
    

    
      “Kang Hyuk, my name is Kang Hyuk.”
    

    
      ‘It is a name you will come to hear often in the future.’
    

    
      The leader of the conglomerate at the forefront of South Korea was someone without a dream. It was understandable if the people below him were that way, but a leader couldn’t be like that.
    

    
      In an organization, the leader’s dream was the dream of those beneath him.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hwang Sung-taek, I ate well thanks to you.”
    

    
      “Yeah? Looks like you’ve finally figured out your place?”
    

    
      I came back in and relayed my thanks to Hwang Sung-taek, who was holding a glass with a cocky posture.
    

    
      “You brat, I thought you might be rich or something from the way you went around with your head raised high and all despite being utterly penniless, but heh…”
    

    
      “Keke, keep your head down in the future.” At Hwang Sung-taek’s words, the two domesticated hunting dogs by his side barked noisily.
    

    
      “That’s why I’m giving you guys an invitation for tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Invitation?”
    

    
      I simply ignored Sung-taek’s question, turning to the kids who were still busy stuffing themselves with food. “All you little kids!”
    

    
      ‘These rascals! I’ll show them a proper paradise on earth.’ I couldn’t lose to the likes of the insulting Ohsung Group.
    

    
      “Tomorrow, by 10 am, come with your passports to departure gate A in Incheon International Airport.”
    

    
      “Passport? Puhaha! Why? Are we gonna take our passports and go abroad or something?”
    

    
      Still failing to understand the situation, Hwang Sung-taek laughed his head off.
    

    
      “Teacher, you are free from tomorrow throughout the weekend, right?”
    

    
      “Huh? Well, I don’t really have any plans, but…”
    

    
      It wasn’t that she didn’t have any plans; the single Ms. Wang didn’t have anything to do. She didn’t know that there was sauce splattered on her lips.
    

    
      “Then please come. Each and every one of you kiddos should come too. If you don’t, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”
    

    
      I would teach them what true wealth was.
    

    
      “Hwang Sung-taek, and you two. Be sure to come. Don’t be cowards that reject my invitation. Kuku.”
    

    
      “What did you say? Hmph! Alright. I’ll definitely come, you shithead!”
    

    
      This was the fishing skill I had learned from Master. The thoughtless goldfish fell for the bait, hook, line, and sinker.
    

    
      “Also, you don’t have to bring much. Just bring some underwear to change into and the swimsuit that matches your figure the most.”
    

    
      My exceedingly confident voice rang within the buffet hall.
    

    
      ‘You rascals, this is just the beginning!’
    

    
      And then, I steadily made plans. I would show the youngsters the paradise I dreamt of.
    

    

    
      “What’s going on today?”
    

    
      “You didn’t know? You remember the kid who got off on the A380 last time, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Of course I remember. Even now, it seems like a dream when I think of it, seriously. Jeez, I heard that prime ministers from Europe and the leaders of several nations called the airport president, saying to give the kid maximum priority and protocol.”
    

    
      “The kid in question is departing on a flight today. And with thirty-five kids from his class, at that.”
    

    
      “W-What did you say?!”
    

    
      The Protocol Team of the Incheon Airport, the recipients of immeasurable jealousy from every other department each month, were thrown into chaos again by a single call that came in late on Friday night. They were given word that the plane would be formally departing through Gate 9. And even though they would be serving not a high-ranking bureaucrat, but a mere kid, the staff found themselves scrambling early in the morning. There was much to do in order to screen not just one or two, but thirty-five kids for departure.
    

    
      “Omo, even the National Intelligence Service staff are here!”
    

    
      While swiftly moving through their protocol routines, the Protocol Team saw just about everything they could be surprised at. As top veterans, their work wasn’t difficult for them, but this was just too unusual.
    

    
      “I am the Section Chief of National Security, Choi Byung-yul. I ask that you make it so that the people who will depart today can leave after a basic departure screening.”
    

    
      Wearing gray trench coats, the three NIS members gave a notice to the chief of the Protocol Team.
    

    
      “Yes, I understand.”
    

    
      Everyone besides the President had to undergo a departure examination. But the person related to National Security was telling them to give the kids a basic departure screening, and they had to follow the orders of a national agency.
    

    
      That threw everyone into anxiety again. A single kid, who was neither the President nor a high-ranking VIP, was departing under the primary protection of the National Intelligence Service.
    

    
      Even as they moved, the Protocol Team members were busy racking their brains to figure out who the kid really was.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Welcome, Teacher!”
    

    
      “Hyuk, hoho. I came because you told me to, but… Why did you call us here today?”
    

    
      It was Ms. Wang Sun-nyeo, our homeroom teacher who was childish, a bit of an airhead, and acted perfectly frivolous on top of that. Though I hadn’t said anything about it, she came with the math teacher, Lee Ji-hae.
    

    
      “Haha, I called you here in order to show the teacher who worked so hard to teach us a small token of my sincerity. It’s also for the kids whose field trip I ruined.”
    

    
      “Token of your sincerity?” She had probably been curious about it all night.
    

    
      “Hyuk, I came because Ms. Wang told me to, but… Where are we going today?” The perfect specimen of an intellectual yet considerate teacher, Ms. Lee Ji-hae, asked about my intentions with part worry, part doubt in her eyes.
    

    
      “You’ll find out if you wait just a moment, you two teachers who would make a fairy cry due to your beauty.”
    

    
      “Hohoho, our Hyuk sure has perceptive eyes.”
    

    
      Ms. Wang Sun-nyeo crowed, unaware that she was only getting high praise due to Ms. Lee Ji-hae. She had no idea… that all kinds of tragedies were waiting for her all throughout this trip.
    

    
      “Hyuk!”
    

    
      “Hey Hyuk!”
    

    
      While I was chatting a bit with the teachers, the kids gathered in twos and threes in front of the gate.
    

    
      ‘Oh, cutie! You’ve got sense, huh?’
    

    
      A pair of trendy sunglasses perched on her head, Seo Yerin appeared with her long black hair swaying to and fro. The revealing denim shorts she ventured to wear even in the chilly weather, as well as the white shirt she liked, made her shine amongst the second-rate women around her.
    

    
      ‘Ms. Lee Ji-hae is pretty good, but youth is good after all!’
    

    
      Yerin, a haughty lily, and Ms. Lee Ji-hae, a blooming cosmos whose looks rivaled Yerin’s. My shoulders automatically straightened with pride, bolstered by these two beauties.
    

    
      “Hehe, Hyuk. I’m here.”
    

    
      Though I had just casually said we were going on a trip, Joong-hyun appeared while determinedly dragging a large suitcase. He must have realized something from my words to pack a swimsuit, because he came with a straw hat pressed to his head.
    

    
      “Y-Yeah. Thanks for coming, my best friend.”
    

    
      Joong-hyun, my good-natured best friend, truly believed in me. Though Joong-hyun’s dad was a university president, he never forgot his humility and fully performed his duty as a friend. I was proud to call him my friend.
    

    
      “Kang Hyuk, I came because you told me to, but… Isn’t this just gonna be a waste of time? Surely you didn’t call us here to get discounts with our passports at the airport cafeteria, right?”
    

    
      As soon as he arrived, Hwang Sung-taek didn’t even greet the teachers and started by picking a fight. I told him loud and clear to at least pack a swimsuit, but he came in his normal clothes without bringing anything other than the mutts at his side, as always.
    

    
      “Hwang Sung-taek, do the two teachers here look like cleaning ladies to you? I thought you were raised in a distinguished family, but aren’t you just from a fractured, nameless family instead?”
    

    
      “W-What! You little shit!”
    

    
      ‘Huhu. You brat, I’ve got you now.’
    

    
      Today was the day. The day I would give these mongrels some education on morals.
    

    
      “Alright, it looks like everyone is here, so follow me.”
    

    
      “Hyuk, where are we going?”
    

    
      “Hmph! Who is he to tell us to follow.”
    

    
      They had all come because I had told them to, but they probably wanted to rest since it was their Saturday weekend, a time as precious as gold. But since Hwang Sung-taek, who dominated the class, was participating, and even the teacher had said she was coming, they had also come. Actually, a few of them probably just came because they were curious about what I was doing.
    

    
      ‘I’m seriously a noble here.’
    

    
      Ms. Lee Ji-hae was walking by my side because she was a teacher, and Seo Yerin was walking by my side as if it was the obvious thing to do. The other kids were staring at us. My heart raced and pumped like crazy at the alluring fragrance of the two most beautiful ladies.
    

    
      Like that, I walked towards not the regular departure area, but to the VIP room used by distinguished guests.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh, EEHHH?”
    

    
      “Is this the VIP room I’ve only heard of?”
    

    
      “Isn’t it called the Pine Room?”
    

    
      We were in the VIP protocol room, which could only be used by former and current presidents, as well as high-ranking figures like the three heads of departments. After following me in, the kids made a ruckus inside the Pine Room.
    

    
      “Hyuk, what’s going on?” asked Ms. Wang, looking around in all directions. The scenery in the room had intimidated her the moment she stepped in.
    

    
      “Welcome. Please wait a moment, we will guide you to the gate right away.”
    

    
      Wearing a formal ivory suit, the beautiful Protocol Team lady I had met when I landed in Incheon bowed her head. The kids from my class just stared at me without even being able to fathom sitting on the precious sofas. They were like kindergarteners out on a picnic, looking at their teacher for directions.
    

    
      “Everyone, sit down. The lady told us to wait a bit. Teachers, please sit.”
    

    
      “O-Okay.”
    

    
      As I flopped down onto my seat and asked them to sit, Ms. Wang and Ms. Lee Ji-hae very carefully sat down on the pine colored sofas.
    

    
      “Wow, so soft. The sofas at my house are like hemp cloth in comparison.” Ms. Wang, ever the chattermouth, spat out something without any dignity as she sat down.
    

    
      “What would you like to drink? We have wild ginseng tea, Korean honey tea, lingzhi tea, 20-year-old pu-erh tea, black tea, and Arabian instant coffee. We will also prepare any drinks you request immediately.”
    

    
      The hospitably smiling Protocol Team ladies approached the kids, who were still awkwardly standing.
    

    
      “Please give me black tea.” Yerin, who was carefully perched on the edge of the sofa next to me, was the first to speak.
    

    
      “Hoho~ even amongst all those bla bla teas, isn’t the wild ginseng tea the way to go? Ms. Lee, you’re going to drink the wild ginseng tea too, right?”
    

    
      “N-No, I’d like a cup of the instant coffee.”
    

    
      Unlike Ms. Wang, who practically advertised her tackiness in neon letters, Ms. Lee Ji-hae maintained her dignity. Whoever it was, the person who married her would be winning the jackpot.
    

    
      ‘You finally getting a bit scared, you little jerk?’
    

    
      The moment we entered the airport protocol VIP room, Hwang Sung-taek realized something was wrong and began making the expression a puppy that needed to poo. He was speechlessly exchanging serious looks with his two cronies in the corner.
    

    
      “Mister Kang Hyuk, where are you?”
    

    
      ‘Hm?’ While I was feeling happy because Hwang Sung-taek’s distress was my happiness, I heard a low voice call my name. A sharp-looking man in his early forties wearing a trench coat was looking for me.
    

    
      “I am Kang Hyuk.”
    

    
      “I am the Section Chief of the NIS, Choi Byung-yul.”
    

    
      “Huh? Th-The NIS?”
    

    
      ‘What? Why the NIS?”
    

    
      Even I hadn’t expected the nation’s intelligence and espionage agency to show up.
    

    
      “If at any time there is any discomfort in your daily life, or something you need, please contact me at this number.”
    

    
      The section chief named Choi Byung-yul passed me a business card with a courteous smile like some kind of real estate agent.
    

    
      ‘Awwh yeaah! You’ve got to meet a well-off master after all!’
    

    
      I roughly understood. Master was at the center of everything.
    

    
      “Haha! Thank you for working day and night for our country. I will give you a call when the occasion calls.”
    

    
      Section Chief Choi raised my value with his appearance. Him loafing around here made me a little worried about the nation’s security, but today was really my day.
    

    
      “The departure screening has been completed. You may now board.”
    

    
      A lady of the Protocol Team appeared with the passports they had collected from us in a tidy wooden basket.
    

    
      ‘Then shall we depart?’
    

    
      After talking big to the kids yesterday, I went back home and asked for big sis Marisol’s help. I asked for a place where we could swim regardless of the season because I was going to go play with the kids in my class.
    

    
      It was the beginning of a fateful day.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “T-This is a plane?”
    

    
      “It’s bigger than the living room in my house!”
    

    
      “Welcome. We hope you have an enjoyable trip.”
    

    
      ‘Who are these goddesses?’
    

    
      The moment we boarded the private A380 plane, ten or so beauties from various nations greeted us at the entrance. Including big sis Marisol, beautiful crew ladies from Europe, Japan, and Korea courteously greeted the kids.
    

    
      “Mister Hyuk, it has been a while.”
    

    
      “Haha! Big sis Marisol, you have become more beautiful since the last time I saw you.”
    

    
      “Hoho! Hyuk, you have also become manlier in a few months time, to the point of being desirable.”
    

    
      ‘Hohshit, I’m desirable.’
    

    
      Big sis Marisol’s bewitching blue eyes sparkled as she seriously answered my joking compliment. Shocked by the French that skillfully flowed from my mouth, all the kids were staring dumbly at me.
    

    
      “The preparations?”
    

    
      “You can look forward to it, Hyuk~!”
    

    
      ‘Why does my tongue roll like this?’
    

    
      French was already as smooth as oil in a frypan, but when I rolled my tongue even more, it felt like butter and oil had combined and I was dancing the blues.
    

    
      ‘Kuku, a private plane has gotta be at this level, at the very least.’
    

    
      Even to my eyes, the A380 was enormous. The kids who had been shouting and cheering at first became meek as mice and quietly followed me in.
    

    
      From that moment on, I was king.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wooow~! The plane doesn’t even shake.”
    

    
      “So this is the legendary A380!”
    

    
      ‘Brats, so uncouth…’
    

    
      Even though Daehan High School was sponsored by the Daehan Group, at the time of the Europe field trip, we were assigned to the economy class. The kids had nightmares about planes after having to endure sitting cramped seats for fifteen hours. But this two-floor airbus swallowed dozens of kids without any sign that we were here.
    

    
      ‘You rascal, I see you’ve completely lowered your tail. Kuku.’
    

    
      Even in their awe, the kids who met eyes with me looked at me with respect in their shining eyes. In stark comparison, Hwang Sung-taek was crouched in the corner with a big scowl on his face. He might be the grandson of the Ohsung Group’s CEO, but even he couldn’t use such a huge plane as his personal ride.
    

    
      “How is it? Not bad, right?”
    

    
      A cloud of maliciousness was steadily growing in the corner. Unable to resist the temptation, I approached Hwang Sung-taek and his cronies and pretended to be friendly.
    

    
      Hwang Sung-taek ground his teeth in response.
    

    
      ‘How damn tenacious can you get?' This was clearly not enough to take him down; Hwang Sung-taek was grinding his teeth with animosity welling in his eyes.
    

    
      “Hey, you faithful dogs. Ask those ladies for something to eat if you’re hungry. It’s gonna be hard taking care of your bad-tempered master the entire day.”
    

    
      ‘I’m way too kind.’
    

    
      I had to admit it—I was terribly considerate. Whoever it was, the woman who lived with me would surely send a barrage of thank you’s to the god above.
    

    
      “Kang… Hyuk… you bastard…” Hwang Sung-taek spat out my name syllable by syllable.
    

    
      “Look forward to it. I’ll show you what true wealth is. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      Someone who had been raised through money had to return to his senses by getting beaten down by money. My insightful actions were meant to teach a lesson to this pitiful guy who had a promising future ahead of him. The sky was surely sending down blessings for the sake of a guy like me.
    

    
      “Lala~ lalalala~”
    

    
      I began involuntarily humming.
    

    
      Inside this spacious airplane, the kids who had been invited to my paradise were yelling happily.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Rouen?”
    

    
      “Shari…”
    

    
      
        [T/N: Hyuk is speaking in a different language with one of the crew members here. Not sure what language it is though…]
      
    

    
      “Hahaha!”
    

    
      ‘What in the world is Hyuk’s real identity?’
    

    
      As she sipped fresh, sweet kiwi juice, Yerin fell into contemplation. Kang Hyuk was sitting on a VIP seat that seemed to be made for him as he communicated with the passing crew members in various languages.
    

    
      He didn’t seem like the Hyuk she had known so far.
    

    
      He was proficient in not only Taekwondo, but also Kumdo, and had remarkable skill in the piano and in music, enough to be able to play jazz. This time, he surprised Yerin with his skill in languages.
    

    
      ‘At the very least, he knows five languages. And perfectly, with native accents too.’
    

    
      Hyuk’s language ability was so outstanding that he could give and receive jokes with the crew members. Seeing that, Yerin fell deep into the pit that was suspicion.
    

    
      ‘And what’s with this airplane? From what I heard, it’s a next generation airliner made by the European company Airbus, but why is Hyuk using it like his personal plane?’
    

    
      There were more than just one or two suspicious things. Because she had done her share of going on trips abroad from an early age, she knew what an airport’s Protocol Team did, and she was also well aware of how much a huge plane like this cost.
    

    
      ‘Kang Hyuk, who are you really?’
    

    
      That was the question in Yerin’s heart.
    

    
      But Hyuk did not answer. He only drank happily as he conversed, enjoying this time.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wooow!”
    

    
      “I-Is this really the human world?”
    

    
      After a nonstop flight from Incheon to Ibrahim International Airport, we transferred to a 50-man airplane and arrived at a 6-star pool resort called Nikanilu on Dhonakulhi Island.
    

    
      The multitude of picturesque rooms of the small island resort, as well as the pearly beach beneath our feet, made us wonder if this was heaven.
    

    
      ‘Thank you, big sis Marisol. Huhu.’
    

    
      For some reason, big sis Marisol had followed us all the way here.
    

    
      “Hyuk, I’m in total bliss.” Not just the kids, but Ms. Wang Sun-nyeo was also moved and was tightly clasping her hands. “Sobsob, the honeymoon vacation destination of my dreams is exactly a place like this! AH! Ocean, here I come!”
    

    
      Crying and stretching out her arms, Ms. Wang ran into the ocean, which incidentally had a coral reef.
    

    
      “Lady Marisol.”
    

    
      “Mister Hyuk, did you call?”
    

    
      ‘Gulp.’ Wearing a mini skirt and a sleeveless shirt that clearly revealed the cleavage of her significant assets, the slim, 5’7″ tall Marisol smiled brightly as she answered me. ‘She’s bomb. Just bomb.’
    

    
      Nothing more needed to be said.
    

    
      As a lady of France, a nation that preferred curves over girls with straight lines, she had a voluptuous body. If the sight of her didn’t make you drool, then you were either just a friend or gay.
    

    
      “Is this also…”
    

    
      “Hoho, that’s right. This is one of the Group’s investments. Besides this place, the company connected to the Group is investing in every tourist destination in the world, like Fiji, Bali, Hawaii, and Australia.”
    

    
      ‘… Impressive.’
    

    
      There was nothing more to say. It was likely that even Master Bumdalf didn’t know how much of his wealth was rolling around in the world.
    

    
      “We welcome you~!”
    

    
      
        Diiiing~ Diiiiiinggg~
      
    

    
      Suddenly, dozens of hotel staff members appeared holding bouquets, accompanied by cheerful music. They enthusiastically greeted the kids and me.
    

    
      ‘Shall we have some fun, then?’
    

    
      I acted dignified in front of the kids, but how could I have experienced something so surreal in my life? But I had to stay calm. Because the lovable kids were standing in a line behind my back, believing in me, their ignorant general.
    

    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 7: Eat Fuck!
      
    

    
       
    

    
      “Kyaa~!”
    

    
      The clear, pure, and clean cobalt waters of the Mediterranean flowed below the resort.
    

    
      Having changed into cool flower print shorts, I was now drinking fresh tropical fruit juice while sitting on a beach chair in the shade. There was a brief commotion from 
      
        Ms.Wang
      
       losing her senses upon seeing the ocean, but before long, everyone took up rooms with the roommates they wanted. After a Mediterranean lunch consisting of all sorts of seafood, we went on to enjoy a relaxing afternoon.
    

    
      ‘A place like this is a scenic paradise. There’s nothing more I could want.’
    

    
      This was the ideal relaxation that I had dreamed of. A youthful adolescence enjoyed with the ever-so-blue sea and the world’s most beautiful women at my side in hot, but not sticky weather. Even though he was rotting in money, I wasn’t jealous at all of my master, who locked himself up in the underground magic tower and laughed to himself while watching TV. So what if he was an 8th Circle archmage? I wasn’t jealous at all. After all, he had been so obsessed with magic that he never got to ride the stormy period of adolescence, a truly important time in life.
    

    
      “Hohoho!”
    

    
      “Hahahaha! S-Stop that!”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, everyone went to the swimming pool, I see.’
    

    
      As was appropriate for a 6-star hotel, its facilities didn’t fall behind any first-class hotels. With a spa, sauna, swimming pool, buffet, restaurant, bar, yoga studio, fitness gym, library, and more, there was nothing it lacked. Moreover, we could use all the facilities as much as we wanted. The lively youths immediately changed into their swimsuits after eating lunch and congregated in the swimming pool.
    

    
      ‘Shall I go, too?’
    

    
      For some reason, Marisol had prepared a suite room for my private use.
    

    
      ‘Yerin is probably there, too. And… Ms. Lee as well. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Just thinking about their artful bodies made my chest burn. I headed to the outdoors swimming pool with bated breath.
    

    
      “Hyuk~!”
    

    
      ‘Guhh!’
    

    
      The slightly nasally voice of a woman called me as I walked towards the swimming pool.
    

    
      ‘Hot damn! Is that really the body of a human being?’
    

    
      Gracing my eyes was a sensuous body with a Venus-level, slender S-line that didn’t even know the meaning of flat. Her two cannons would make even milk cows cry and hail them as ‘your highnesses’. The important parts were just barely hidden by two white strings, and painted in white jade skin was her slim, pencil-thin waist, so small it aroused pity. Under that were her sexy legs, stretched out as long as the highway. Tied together with string was her swimsuit, which could certainly be called panties.
    

    
      ‘Big sis Marisol, why do you want to make this young one fall into cardiac arrest?’
    

    
      Having appeared like the reincarnation of a perfect beauty, Marisol would make even an ascetic who had undergone meditation training for 30 years and was about to reach nirvana ask to drink a glass of rice wine together. The meaningful smile on her lips was pouring oil all over my blazing heart.
    

    
      “Ha, haha, Marisol.”
    

    
      My eyes moved wildly as I smiled awkwardly.
    

    
      “Hyuk, do you have time in the evening today?”
    

    
      “Huh? T-The evening?”
    

    
      ‘Big sis, why do you ask? Keuu, of course I’ve got plenty of time.’
    

    
      “Maybe. I have to make a campfire with the kids, and also…”
    

    
      Contrary to my thoughts, the sounds that came out of me were half rejection. I had no confidence that I would be able to take it if Marisol were to come out like this at night, too. I was still just a rugged panther that had only grown enough to move out of his parent’s house.
    

    
      “Hoho, I will wait for you. Even if I have to stay up all night…” After saying some strangely suggestive words, Marisol threw a wink at me.
    

    
      ‘My heart’s gonna burst. Seriously…’
    

    
      Even without this critical hit, her Sophie Marceau looks made my heart go thump thump every time I saw her. But Marisol had just given me an explicit invitation.
    

    
      ‘Aaagh! How can a butt be so attractive!’
    

    
      I watched Marisol’s back as she walked towards the ocean after leaving me a wink. Every time her phenomenal cheeks twitched, the flesh on my cheeks also twitched.
    

    
      ‘Until the East Sea’s waters run dry and Mt. Baekdu is worn away…’
    

    
      I began singing the national anthem.
    

    
      Just about every man knew that singing the national anthem was the best thing for cooling a blazing heart.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hoho, it’s so cool!”
    

    
      “I’m so happy! I’m so happy I could die!”
    

    
      The gently blowing Mediterranean wind tickled the long palm leaves as it whispered past, and the fairies under the trees were immersed in playing in the water, unaware that a woodcutter was visiting.
    

    
      
        [T/N: Refers to a famous Korean folktale. A woodcutter manages to take a fairy as his wife by hiding her winged clothing while she is bathing. For the full story, look it up.]
      
    

    
      ‘For Hye-jin to have a body like that! Oohh, Joo-hee is radiant, she’s radiant—!’
    

    
      To be honest, I hadn’t expected much from the girls in our class other than Ms. Lee and Yerin. But a few of the ladies splashing like freshly caught mermaids were more than enough to spark joy.
    

    
      ‘As expected!’
    

    
      And upon discovering two women who didn’t disappoint my expectations, I nodded. I didn’t know when the two of them had become friends, but they were chummily lying on beach chairs and enjoying a sun tan just 10 meters away from me.
    

    
      Even without Magic Eye, a spell that enabled one to see far distances, I was perfectly able to record everything about the two girls in my mind.
    

    
      ‘D-dayummm.’
    

    
      That was what the young man Morco spluttered every time he saw his fake wife, Song Dam-bi in the show, ‘We Got Married Yesterday.’
    

    
      
        [T/N: The actual show is called ‘We Got Married.’ It pairs up celebrities in make-believe marriages. One of the pairs was a model named Marco and a singer/actress named Son Dam-bi.]
      
    

    
      The exclamation was really, vibrantly satisfying to say. It was the ultimate exclamation for a woman who brought infinite delight to your eyes, an exclamation that set your spirit ablaze. Though they fell short of Marisol, there was only one word that was sufficient to express the silhouettes of the incredibly smooth bodies of the two ladies who were lying down with their knees slightly bent.
    

    
      ‘Dayummm’ was the only word that cut it.
    

    
      If Marisol’s figure was the Angelina Jolie-style westerner’s figure, then even though the two girls fell slightly short, they were still well-proportioned beauties who would definitely show anyone looking that this was the beauty of the East.
    

    
      ‘I made an outstanding choice!’
    

    
      My goal was to have a vacation that completely blew away the fatigue in my body and mind. It was an unexpected, spontaneous vacation that was meant to crush Hwang Sung-taek, but as far as choices went, it was totally awesome.
    

    
      The saying, ‘Catch the pheasant, pick the egg, and kill two birds with one stone’ existed for a situation like this.
    

    
      “Hyuk, what’s up?”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      I heard a friendly voice come from behind me. I turned my head slightly with a feeling of foreboding.
    

    
      “ARGH!”
    

    
      ‘Holy shit! Oh Lord!’
    

    
      Maybe this is how it would feel to be on an incredibly refreshing walk on the beach with the woman you loved, and then have a small bird poop right into your eyes. It was so disconcerting that I didn’t know where to put my eyes.
    

    
      “What? What’s wrong? Is there something on my face?”
    

    
      Ms. Wang was startled by my scream, which was unusual coming from me. She must have played for a long time on the beach, because her makeup had been completely washed away, revealing her naked face.
    

    
      ‘Gaaah, dear Lord! Why did you send me this kind of trial!’
    

    
      It was as if I was experiencing a terrible Freeze magic, which not only cooled my feelings a hundred-fold more effectively than singing the national anthem, but froze them entirely. The beautiful memories I had made while looking at Marisol, Ye-rin, and Ms. Lee Ji-hae were attacked and reformatted by a virus.
    

    
      Her poorly proportioned body wasn’t even a 6 head-to-body ratio but a 5 head-to-body ratio.
    

    
      
        [T/N: Head-to-body ratio is how long your body is compared to your head. The Korean ideal is a body that is 10 times longer than the head, which equals a small head and very long legs. So basically, Ms. Wang has a big head and a squat body.]
      
    

    
      I hadn’t expected her to have long hair. However, she must have harvested some kelp from the beach, because a string of seaweed was stuck in her muddy, frizzy hair.
    

    
      The horror of the naked face below was… something else. At least in school, it wasn’t this bad. She had some mercy, because she went around with her face caked in makeup. But, though this was somewhat exaggerated, the face that was revealed under the scorching Mediterranean sun made me want to take out my eyes and wash them in clean water.
    

    
      ‘Where did her eyebrows go? And what’s with that field of blackheads?’
    

    
      I thought the story about the man who saw his wife after she came out of the shower during their honeymoon and yelled, “WHERE’S MY WIFE?!” was just a legend, but…That was how much of a shock Ms. Wang Sun-nyeo’s face was to me. It was truly mind-blowing, enough to make my illusions about women immigrate all the way to Africa.
    

    
      ‘Dear Lord, why do you grant me both joy and misery at the same time?!’
    

    
      She hadn’t even had a baby, but an ET level potbelly could be freely seen above her swimsuit, and to make things worse, she was putting on the air of an alluring(?) woman in front of me. I clenched my eyes shut. If I looked at her any longer, I would receive such mental damage that I wouldn’t be able to go to school anymore.
    

    
      “Hyuk, what’s wrong? Are you hurt somewhere?”
    

    
      ‘Graagh!’ When I closed my eyes without responding, a black evil began stretching towards my forehead. ‘I can’t let that happen! The purity I’ve guarded up till now will be—!’
    

    
      The warmth that was quickly approaching my face shocked me back to my senses.
    

    
      “Ah! I-It sure is hot!”
    

    
      
        RUUUN!
      
    

    
      In the moment of crisis when my teacher’s hand was about to meet my flesh, I whirled around right then and there, and flung myself into the swimming pool, all while doing my best to erase the magic formula that made you shit blood, a spell that frequently popped into my head…
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Eh, ehhh? What’s going on?”
    

    
      After returning his disciple to his native country and losing someone to nag at everyday as a result, Archmage Aidal watched the idiot box broadcasts of various nations to kill time. Today, he went down to the basement to check the magic circle for the first time in a while and ended up  stammering in surprise.
    

    
      “The mana is exploding, it’s exploding!”
    

    
      He thought it would stay stable for a year at the very least, providing time for his outstanding disciple to get used to magic. But the mana of the Dimensional Teleport circle was rampaging. Because it was an enormous amount of mana that he had done his best to concentrate, produce, and gather for the sake of dimensional travel, if it exploded, not only the magic tower, but hundreds of kilometers of the surrounding area would certainly become a sea of flames.
    

    
      “Hyuk, I’m sorry. Though you were supposed to have fun for a while… sobsob! Never forget the feelings of love this master of yours has for you.”
    

    
      All of Hyuk’s card activity, as well as his everyday life, was thoroughly reported to the Mage Aidal. Aidal was awed by his disciple’s remarkable adaptability. Hyuk happily took the gifts and used them as if they were his. In any case, the money Aidal had earned on the Earth was so deeply invested that even if Hyuk were to use hundreds of thousands a day, it still wouldn’t run dry.
    

    
      Even so, Aidal was amazed by the sight of such a young guy spending hundreds, thousands, and now millions, for the sake of bragging to his classmates. If he had been curious about how his so-called master was faring, he could have asked the female staff member Aidal had dispatched from the Group, but his disciple seemed to have completely erased his master from his mind. And without knowing what kind of price tag was on the pleasures he was enjoying, his disciple was now savoring bliss.
    

    
      “Lala~ lalala~ why am I so happy~ huhuhu.”
    

    
      Every time he saw his disciple, who was living a life without regrets, a life Aidal had been unable to enjoy in his youth, Aidal’s stomach burned. And every time the mana in the magic circle writhed, Aidal experienced the refreshing joy of a 100-year-old indigestion going away.
    

    
      “Young life~ young life~ the young life of youth~ when you’re old you can’t have it~”
    

    
      While humming a song he’d heard on a trip in Korea many years ago, a song that had strangely reminded him of his regretful youth, Aidal hurriedly moved his hands, all while rejoicing at the future of his one and only disciple who was ignorant of his master’s kindness.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “You cannot go to Dhonakuhli Island. There is already a guest who reserved that place… Ah!”
    

    
      Raivan stopped breathing as a muzzle was pressed into his chest. He was the hydroplane pilot who escorted guests to the Maldives resort, Nikanilu Resort, on Dhonakulhi Island.
    

    
      “If you don’t want to hear the sound of a hole getting ripped into your heart, depart. Don’t make me say it twice.”
    

    
      “U-Understood.”
    

    
      Three people from the East had suddenly sought him out and abruptly demanded that he take them to Nikanilu Resort. The smell of blood that radiated from their bodies told Raivan that these weren’t ordinary people. In particular, he could feel an unspeakably cold aura from one with the mess of scars on his forehead.
    

    

    
       
    

    
      “Hyuk, it’s so beautiful!”
    

    
      Wasn’t there a saying that you shouldn’t speak of the Mediterranean’s sunset if you haven’t seen it before? As if even the blue coral was sleeping, the emerald sea soaked up the magic dust of Time and was turned into red rubies under the sun’s rays.
    

    
      Surrounded by such a red sunset and the ocean view, I walked down the beach with an angel, enjoying Yerin’s warm hand, which had casually grabbed mine tightly.
    

    
      ‘Yerin, you’re so beautiful, you steal my breath away.’
    

    
      Having dashed into the swimming pool thanks to Ms. Wang Sun-nyeo, I dragged Yerin and Ms. Lee from their relaxation to have fun together. Using the water play as an excuse, my hands were able to freely appreciate the feel of Yerin’s and Ms. Lee’s silky skin.
    

    
      And now, it was evening.
    

    
      The kids who’d played in the water for several hours went to rest in their rooms, and Ye-rin agreed to my request to walk together on the beach with a smile, following me out.
    

    
      “This is like a dream. It makes me think that the honeymoon I’ve dreamed of since I was a teenager must feel like this.”
    

    
      ‘H-Honeymoon!’ As soon as I heard the word, my heart raced like a crazy runaway horse.
    

    
      What did you think of when it came to honeymoons?
    

    
      The first night, short yet long, together with the one you loved.
    

    
      An evening spent at a beautiful resort.
    

    
      Gazing sweetly at one another over a glass of wine as red as passionate blood.
    

    
      And then, the fated moment.
    

    
      Apparently, people these days skipped all that and started the money talks instead, but how could you ruin the one and only honeymoon in your life with something so superficial?
    

    
      “Hyuk… I’m more happy because… you’re by my side.”
    

    
      ‘Ahh! Yerin!’
    

    
      This is what it was like to be blurred by tears. Right here and now, I was getting confessed to by a kind angel whose beautiful looks had no rival in this world.
    

    
      Now, there was no one to be jealous of.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      Our feet had stopped moving at some point. Our feet half submerged in the water, with the shimmering sunset backdrop around us, Yerin and I stared into each other’s eyes.
    

    
      “Ye…rin.”
    

    
      “Y…Yeah.”
    

    
      Even though I had never been taught, how could I not know?
    

    
      I gathered her two hands in mine and slowly pulled them to my chest.
    

    
      “I wanted to see you.”
    

    
      “…?”
    

    
      With me suddenly saying I’d wanted to see her, Yerin blinked her large, black pearl eyes.
    

    
      “Did you know? That you’re a person I’d want to see even when I’m looking at her.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      It was a slick combination of words that mixed cooking oil, butter, and even sesame oil, surprising even me.
    

    
      In that moment, the sun’s light splashed onto Yerin’s lips, slowly painting them apple red.
    

    
      “Ye…rin.” I quietly called my angel’s name, my breath gradually growing rough.
    

    
      Our faces slowly drew closer as if magnetized. Or rather, it was as if I were the blood-craving Count Dracula. Yerin’s red lips somehow attracted mine to hers.
    

    
      ‘Mommy!’
    

    
      The first kiss I’d only imagined for 17 years… True to the saying that the first kiss would cut deeply into your memory, this fateful time was something I’d remember with delight, even when lying in the grave.
    

    
      Somehow, unbelievably, Yerin’s eyes had closed, her eyelashes trembling.
    

    
      Her wordless consent.
    

    
      My heart, which had gotten faster not long ago, was now beating wildly against my ribcage like it was pummeling it with a laundry bat.
    

    
      ‘Just a little closer… a little closer!’
    

    
      The rough breathing of a soldier who had to capture an enemy’s mountain fortress came puffing out of my mouth. And then Yerin’s full cherry lips were only a few centimeters away. Now it would be game over if I just clenched my eyes shut and pushed my lips onto hers.
    

    
      ‘Th-This is…’ In that moment, while I was flushing with joy, I felt a shudder run through my entire body. ‘Why in a moment like this!’
    

    
      It was like I had to choose between saving my mom or my girlfriend from falling off a cliff. My body quivered violently.
    

    
      The meal was set, and it would be over if I pressed forward by just a finger’s width, but an enlightenment had happened to strike me now.
    

    
      I hadn’t even cast all the 3rd Circle magic yet, but the sudden surge of joy and expectation brought with it an enlightenment. From what I’d heard from Master, for mages, overcoming the limit of the circle was exactly half as difficult as conquering Mt. Everest with your bare body, but it didn’t seem like such a wall existed for me.
    

    
      Something squirmed in my heart. It was my circle trying to elevate itself to a new limit.
    

    
      But I had to make a decision.
    

    
      There was no knowing when an enlightenment would come. I could plunge myself into the world of mana by following the enlightenment, or go all in and light this time on fire with Yerin.
    

    
      ‘So cruel!!’
    

    
      Because my hesitation wasn’t a short moment, Yerin also sensed that something was wrong. The temperature I could feel from Yerin’s hand was running cold, and…
    

    
      ‘Argh, whatever!’
    

    
      I made my decision and pressed my lips onto Yerin’s.
    

    
      Chu! Our lips met with a clear and bright sound.
    

    
      “Y-Yerin, sorry.”
    

    
      With a word of apology, I left Yerin, who was startled by the feeling on her lips, and without even looking back, I ran to a place with no one else around.
    

    
      ‘Aaggh, the fate of a cursed mage!’
    

    
      I made my choice. Rather than the royal road that would have stretched forth with Yerin, I chose the enlightenment as a mage.
    

    
      ‘Waaah…’
    

    
      Tears blurred my path.
    

    
      But I did not stop.
    

    
      Because no matter how untimely, a young mischievous imp had gifted me with the opportunity for enlightenment.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      
        Ziiiiiiiinngg.
      
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      In order to not miss the enlightenment that had come, I entered a forest shrouded in darkness.
    

    
      This was the moment I would rise not just to the 3rd Circle, but the 4th Circle. By the Law of Mana Drainage, the moment the 4th Circle was formed, there would be a powerful outward surge.
    

    
      I sat cross legged in the quiet forest, and when I drew in mana by breathing through the channeling method Master had told me, the circle thrashed within my heart. It was such an intense feeling that it couldn’t even be compared to when the 3rd Circle had formed. Moreover, the mana positioned in the upper and lower danjeons moved in conjunction, so the feeling of a new circle being formed drew closer with a heart-crushing shock.
    

    
      ‘Gaaah! I, I have to overcome it!’
    

    
      I’d heard of people whose mana had scattered from the unfamiliar pain during circle formation, turning them into cripples. I clenched my teeth and circulated my mana according to the channeling method.
    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      Then, all of a sudden, as if space itself was expanding, the circle in my heart rapidly enlarged. Like a snake shedding its skin and emerging into a bigger body, the 3rd Circle that I hadn’t even gotten totally used to yet extended into my entire body.
    

    
      
        Ziing, ziiiinnnng.
      
    

    
      But then, suddenly, instead of condensing back into my heart, it started forming a band in my waist area.
    

    
      ‘What the hell!’
    

    
      If Master were here, I would at least be able to ask him as much as I wanted, but I was left confounded by this unseen, unheard of phenomenon.
    

    
      ‘That’s right. Master said I was the first to train using this mana channeling method, right?’
    

    
      He had combined the internal chi channeling that he’d received from the ascetic monk with his own mana channeling method, creating a new mana breathing technique. Even Master wouldn’t know what was going on.
    

    
      ‘I-Is this gonna be okay?’
    

    
      Ease and doubt took root after the pain. I was astonished by the feeling of four distinct circles encircling my waist area like the rings of Saturn instead of being near my heart.
    

    
      ‘Have I really become a 4th Circle Mage?’
    

    
      I was seriously doubtful. What if I died tragically in the middle of casting magic because of this circle, which just had to position itself weirdly?
    

    
      ‘Let’s just try 1st Circle magic first, nice and easy…’
    

    
      This was a world in which even bridges could fall while you were driving over them. Feeling as if I were pounding a cement bridge, I thought of the 1st Circle magic that could be cast without an activation incantation.
    

    
      “Light!”
    

    
      
        Shwaa!
      
    

    
      “OHH! Nice! This is exactly it!”
    

    
      With my easy incantation, Light magic as bright as a searchlight lit up the forest. I could feel less mana was being drained than when I cast it with the 3rd Circle, and the mana itself was stable.
    

    
      “Then…”
    

    
      While I was at it, I wanted to see for myself. My power as a 4th Circle mage blessed with a generous bonus on top of the norm.
    

    
      “Fire Ball!”
    

    
      I experienced the spectacle of the magic formula and will getting drawn out in my head, and the mana inside my circle combining with the mana of the earth.
    

    
      
        Fwoooooosshhhh.
      
    

    
      “OOOOOOHHHHHHHH!!”
    

    
      A red magic ball of flame the size of a bicycle wheel floated up about five meters away from me. Even though I hadn’t even invested all the mana I had, it was the biggest Fire Ball I had created so far.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, now I’ll have nothing to fear from not just boars, but even boar patriarchs! Uhahahahaha!’
    

    
      As a mage, this was exactly the kind of enjoyment you earned from an enlightenment. Although it was joy only I knew about right now, I was still happy. Going from a mere loser who’d known nothing just a few months ago to a 4th Circle mage gave me a sense of accomplishment. It was such an immense pleasure that I wouldn’t change a thing if I could go back.
    

    
      ‘… Has Yerin left yet?’ I suddenly thought of Yerin’s red lips. After rising to the 4th Circle, my regret only grew.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, this isn’t my only chance. Yerin might stay by my side forever, but a missed enlightenment won’t come again!’
    

    
      It was said that a man who didn’t persevere didn’t have the right to pee standing up. I somehow found consolation amidst the surging regret.
    

    
      ‘Then, next is… huhuhu!’
    

    
      From 4th Circle magic onwards, you could use an assortment of attack and defense spells, as well as various kinds of magic for everyday use. Though I hadn’t attempted them yet, Master must have done something funny to me. The 4th Circle magic formulas were fighting amongst each other in my mind, clamoring to be the first to be brought out into the world.
    

    
      ‘Sleeping magic, huhuhu, and even Binding magic on top of that. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Suddenly, magic-aided imaginations about unhealthy relationships flooded my mind.
    

    
      ‘No. Only bad guys think about such shameful methods.’ I shook my head as I dispelled those unmanly uses for magic. ‘But it’s weird. Why is it that when I think about a woman, an actual magic combo of Sleeping, Binding, and Silence comes to mind? Despite never having used those spells before?’
    

    
      This unfamiliar magic combo, no, even these magic formulas I had never even imagined before, came one right after another whenever I thought about women. It was as if someone had seeded it into my memories.
    

    
      ‘I’m not that pervert Master Bumdalf!’
    

    
      The face of my master, who had lived two hundred years without being able to cast away his dream of rejuvenation, floated into my mind along with the practical(?) spells.
    

    
      ‘Argh, I should sprinkle a fistful of salt, at least.’
    

    
      I forgave Master for the sake of money, but even so, the mere thought of him sent a chill up my spine. It even gave me the delusion that he was watching me somewhere.
    

    
      ‘When I get back, I’ll call a skilled shaman and have them perform an exorcism. I get goosebumps every time I think about him.’
    

    
      Within that Gandalf-like good-natured face, Master Bumdalf was hiding his mega pervy, crazy, gangster nature. Just thinking about it gave me chills.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, it’s already night, huh?’
    

    
      Shaking off my thoughts of Master, the scenery around me came into view. At some point, the sun had disappeared and a full moon the size of a plump rice cake had drifted into the sky.
    

    
      ‘Marisol… Is she really waiting for me?’
    

    
      I suddenly thought of the one scene I had witnessed during the day. Marisol’s blessed body, a body where the curves went in at all the right places and out ever so generously, and her passionate gaze came to mind.
    

    
      ‘Why am I so happy~! Young life~ young life~ the young life of youth~ when you’re old you’ll just be like Master~’
    

    
      I involuntarily began humming.
    

    
      ‘Flight magic! That’s right, I’ll try flying once!’
    

    
      The rule of studying was that reviewing was just as important as preparation. Deciding to try casting the 4th Circle magic, Flight, I activated my circle.
    

    
      Mana and will were the foundation of circle magic. The magic formula, which included math and the laws of physics, was also a necessary existence for a magic circle and various kinds of experiments.
    

    
      ‘Lalalalala~’
    

    
      The rules of magic manifestation jumped to my mind with a single thought. It was weird that the circle had formed around my waist area, but because I confirmed nothing was wrong, I was able to concentrate with a feeling of contentment.
    

    
      ‘Huh? W-What’s this?’
    

    
      I activated my mana, and just as I was about to connect the activation incantation to fuse the earth’s mana with my mana, I suddenly felt a strange energy from beyond the forest.
    

    
      ‘B-Bloodthirst?’
    

    
      I sensed an aura that was similar to what the boar had radiated when it was running to catch me. It was a feeling that made a strange tension scintillate through me. It felt like needles were pricking my skin.
    

    
      ‘Two people, no, three? Why me?’
    

    
      In the past, I would have just absently dismissed it, but the somehow ominous and intense feeling made my body tense up.
    

    
      I suddenly recalled Master’s words that there would be many changes when I came to harbor mana.
    

    
      ‘Hwang Sung-taek and his cronies? No, that’s not it. This isn’t an aura released by puppies.’
    

    
      They hadn’t been worth my fist even before I learned magic, so there was no way they could emit such a sharp energy.
    

    
      I became more tense as I slowly calmed myself. When I was learning Taekwondo, the person who taught me, Instructor Jung, was number one in the practical Taekwondo world in South Korea. Because I had studied rigorously under such a person, I didn’t lose my mental composure even while tensed up.
    

    
      ‘They’re about 10 meters away. They’re definitely coming.’
    

    
      I didn’t know how they knew I would be in a place like this, but the people radiating bloodthirst were approaching me with certainty.
    

    
      ‘I’ll probably need magic.’
    

    
      If I could feel their bloodthirst from this far away, then they definitely had some kind of amazing skill. It could get dangerous if I were to get into a fight with such people.
    

    
      ‘Lightning would be good. So this is why he said that a mage must keep their greatest attack and defense magic memorized.’
    

    
      Master had often muttered advice to me, as if in passing. At the time, I thought it wasn’t that important, but thinking about it, it was all absolutely necessary counsel for a mage. Even as a 4th Circle genius who could conjure magic formulas with a single thought, I couldn’t compare to the experience of a mage that had trained to death every day. It was like the difference between a child who had just learned to hold a spoon and an adult who had used a spoon to eat every day.
    

    
      ‘What a shame. With a little more time, I would have been able to memorize 4th Circle magic.’
    

    
      I could cast 3rd Circle magic to some extent just by preparing myself mentally and imprinting the image in my mind, but I had only just risen to the 4th Circle. Also, because I had never cast 4th Circle magic before, I was even more apprehensive about the approaching danger.
    

    
      And then, with a rustle, they appeared. They were three men wearing black attire that seemed easy to move in. As I had expected, they were definitely people who made a living by fighting.
    

    
      “So you’re the crazy old man’s new disciple. Kukuku.”
    

    
      ‘A Chinese man? Does he know me?’
    

    
      A man with a hideous scar that looked as if he had stuck chewed gum to his forehead with superglue chattered with a Cantonese dialect.
    

    
      “And who are you?” I skillfully responded with an authentic Mandarin accent.
    

    
      “Hohh, so you can speak Chinese? As expected, you’re worth being the old man’s disciple. Kukuku.”
    

    
      ‘The old man’s disciple? Does that mean he knows Master Bumdalf?’
    

    
      Master Bumdalf boasted that no one in the world knew about his existence. Having lived to the ripe old age of two hundred years, there was definitely some dementia in him. After all, right in front of me was a shady-looking Chinese gangster precisely pinpointing me as the old man’s disciple.
    

    
      ‘Well, this is shitty.’
    

    
      I could see from the Chinese gangster’s blazing eyes that he had an unresolved past with that bad-tempered old man.
    

    
      “Who’s the old man?” I asked, pretending not to know.
    

    
      “Kuku. So that old man Aidal didn’t tell ya. That there’s a senior who came before you.”
    

    
      “S-Senior? Then…?”
    

    
      If he knew Master’s name and could call himself my senior, then there was only one thing he could be.
    

    
      ‘He’s a mage!’ Though it had endured the tension well, my heart thumped vigorously. This Chinese gangster was the first mage other than Master I had met. Considering that he looked like he had a nasty personality, he was exactly Master Aidal’s type.
    

    
      ‘Ah jeez, life is just not helping me out here.’
    

    
      Just a single glance told me these people were definitely born fighters and had come looking for me with a grudge against Master. Moreover, one of them was a senior who knew magic. I was dying to call Master Bumdalf and chew him out.
    

    
      “Senior, why did you come looking for me in a place like this? I would have met you halfway if you had at least called to let me know you were coming. Hahaha!” Hoping that maybe he wasn’t hostile, I casually threw out a joke.
    

    
      “Go ahead and act cute, kiddo. If you disappoint me… I’ll turn you into shark bait. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      But the returning response was as I expected.
    

    
      ‘He does seem like a sad bowl of Chinese black bean noodles that doesn’t even have the pickled radish. This dude! Death is the default, and the other option is mummification! You rotten bastard!’
    

    
      
        [T/N: Black bean noodles are a Chinese dish, very commonly eaten in Korea. It is always enjoyed with pickled radish.]
      
    

    
      The gangster’s murderous intent chilled all of a sudden and was carried on the night wind to me.
    

    
      “Kill him.”
    

    
      “As you wish!” At his command, the two disciplined, rabid dogs stiffly bowed their heads.
    

    
      ‘Shit! I-Isn’t that a knife?’ All of a sudden, they brandished 50 cm long sashimi knives straight from a sushi kitchen, the blades glinting savagely in the moonlight. ‘These bastards, that’s so damn unfair!’
    

    
      The Made-in-China gangsters were clenching their teeth and wearing faint smiles.
    

    
      A sincere cry burst out from deep within my heart.
    

    
      ‘I have really bad blood with Chinese products!’
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘They were only together for a few months, but what’s with this mana’s energy?’
    

    
      When he was entering the resort in search of the kid, Chang Li suddenly felt a powerful mana’s energy that brought him to the forest. According to the info, the kid in front of his eyes, Kang Hyuk, had only been with that crazy mage for exactly three months and ten days. But the mana the brat possessed was enough to make even Chang Li tense.
    

    
      ‘He must have found a new method since then. Kuku. But what to do, your new disciple is gonna become fish food today.’
    

    
      For over 20 years, Chang Li had been unable to forget. Even now, just thinking about when he had begged for his life by smashing his head into the ground until it gushed red made his blood boil.
    

    
      ‘A mage isn’t made in a single morning. Huhu.’
    

    
      Chang Li’s right and left hands were among the Slaughterers of the Triad. The two men approached the kid, licking their finely honed blades with their tongues. They went forward to slice a hole into the stomach of the mage’s new disciple.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Keke.”
    

    
      “Huhuhu…”
    

    
      Like former executioners, the two coyotes approached with knives in their hands.
    

    
      Swiiissh! They suddenly drew near while flicking their knives threateningly.
    

    
      ‘This, this isn’t a joke.’
    

    
      Sliiiice. They had honed the knives so finely that a simple flick of the pale blue blades seemed to cut the air. I would assume a defensive posture if I at least had a sword, but the only things I had right now were my flower print shorts and a matching short-sleeved shirt.
    

    
      ‘Bastards, I’ll teach you just what kind of an existence a mage is.’
    

    
      But I possessed the secrets of magic, which were unknown to the world.
    

    
      
        Shiiinng.
      
    

    
      ‘Here it comes!’
    

    
      It seemed that joint attacks were their speciality. Donning bloody smiles, the bastards ran at me like the wind.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, you blockheads.’
    

    
      I had already mentally prepared the magic.
    

    
      “Light!” I let loose a powerful blast of the easy 1st Circle Light magic.
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      Night had fallen. The moon was up, but the powerful blast of hundreds of incandescent light bulbs had the two guys clenching their eyes shut and instinctively blocking the light with their hands.
    

    
      Pow! Pa-bam! I landed my Taekwondo specialties, the back kick and the roundhouse kick, consecutively on one guy’s chin and the other’s stomach.
    

    
      “Ack!”
    

    
      “Cough!”
    

    
      Both of them taking a single blow each from my unexpected counterattack, they crumpled just like that onto the floor with cries.
    

    
      ‘Mana even strengthens my legs! Niiiice!’
    

    
      Even I was surprised. Each blow I unleashed after concentrating hit the mark perfectly. My legs were much faster than before. On top of that, I felt the blows hit squarely and heavily. I could keenly feel that the circle mana I had activated in order to cast magic had migrated to the bottom of my feet.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, then if I hold a sword, will there be a sword aura or something?’
    

    
      On the Kallian Continent where Master had lived, the knights there used Aura Blade. I felt that I would also be able to use it if I held a katana.
    

    
      
        Clap clap clap!
      
    

    
      “Haha, impressive. These guys are supposed to be at the forefront of the Triad, but you subdued them in just one move. And with something like 1st Circle magic at that. Hahaha!”
    

    
      The one who called himself my senior clapped as he looked at the underlings who had collapsed onto the ground.
    

    
      I couldn’t let my guard down. There was something about him. This guy was not fearful even though he had to know how terrifying magic could be.
    

    
      “Looks like I’ll get some exercise for the first time in a while.” Craaack. The man cracked his leather gloved hands.
    

    
      ‘Mana? As expected!’ As he cracked his hands, I felt the energy of mana.
    

    
      “I learned magic from the old man and rummaged through the continent for a long time. Huhu. In order to supplement the incomplete mana channeling method, I searched through ancient martial arts tomes like crazy. And I found it. Huhu, I found a divine technique that can rival the old man’s mana channeling method.”
    

    
      ‘W-What? A divine technique?’
    

    
      Though it sounded like a joke, it was definitely possible. Master Bumdalf had also gained the meditation method from an ascetic while traveling the continent, after all.
    

    
      “I only know up to 3rd Circle magic, but I’m a 4th Circle mage. Huhu. I realized that magic formulas and enlightenments were separate after overcoming the limit of the circle. Kuhahaha!”
    

    
      ‘How could something like this happen?! It’s like getting drenched while walking down the road!’
    

    
      I had thought of myself as the sole user of mana in this world, besides Master Bumdalf. But an oddball had appeared. And he was a criminal who, at the very least, had sent a few people to the underworld.
    

    
      “Act cute for me, won’t you. If you want to keep your bones intact, at least. Kukuku.”
    

    
      Though he hadn’t even raised a knife, I felt an even sharper energy from him than before.
    

    
      ‘Wait up, is, is the Triad THAT Triad?’
    

    
      The yakuza of Japan, the mafia of Italy, and the Triad of Eastern Asia, which included Hong Kong and Taiwan. The names of the world’s three henchmen gangster groups came to my mind long after he’d mentioned one of them.
    

    
      ‘Oh god, what the hell did that old man do!!’
    

    
      Master Bumdalf had managed to make the Triad, not just South Korean mobsters that sold pots or whatever the hell they did, but the Triad that was internationally known as knife specialists, into his enemy.
    

    
      “Please wait!”
    

    
      I stretched out my hand to stop the man who was approaching as if he were slowly strangling my throat.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      He stopped walking forward, but didn’t say anything.
    

    
      “I will give you the 4th Circle formulas.”
    

    
      “…!!”
    

    
      At my mention of 4th Circle magic, a glimmer of surprise passed through his expression.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. That’s right, if you’re a mage too, there’s no reason for you to refuse this offer.’
    

    
      “In fact, I can even tell you the rough location of where that crazy mage is living on top of that!”
    

    
      I wanted to see it once. An intense war between the Triad and an archmage.
    

    
      “Ku, kukukuku.”
    

    
      But what I heard instead of a reply was simply the sound of the guy’s laughter. ‘He’s laughing?’
    

    
      “You foolish brat, did you think that the likes of the Triad could kill that old man?”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      This guy belittled the Triad, even though they were so-called global gangsters.The shame and rage that surged from his eyes gave me the feeling that something I didn’t expect would happen.
    

    
      “That old man… fought Europe’s mafia on his own.”
    

    
      ‘The mafia!’ I was hearing about Master’s secretive past from the person who was apparently my senior.
    

    
      “And he annihilated them. Though they armed themselves with anti-tank guns and even mobilized helicopters, the heavily-armed mafia stood no chance. He buried all 576 of them in the Alps Mountains, so deeply that they could never be found again.”
    

    
      “Damn…”
    

    
      I didn’t know whether I should cry or laugh. I was so stupefied, my jaw could only drop.
    

    
      “I’m satisfied. You’re definitely that old man’s disciple, so I’ll be completely satisfied once I rip the skin off your back. Kuhahahahaha!”
    

    
      The bastard had made a terribly smart choice.
    

    
      My legs shook. A true killer who knew magic was standing before me.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Fire Arrow!”
    

    
      “Water Shield!”
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-ba-bam! Shiiinng!
      
    

    
      Even before I could come to my senses, my foe attacked with Fire Arrow. I hastily cast Water Shield.
    

    
      ‘Gah!’
    

    
      But he hadn’t been lying about having risen to the 4th Circle. In just one magic attack, the shield shattered like a window struck by a ball.
    

    
      Swshh.
    

    
      When the manifestation of mana exceeded its limit, the shield was naturally reduced to water droplets and dispelled.
    

    
      And then came a kick.
    

    
      
        Pooww!
      
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      I crossed my arms to block his kick, but I cried out at the forceful impact while getting pushed back by several steps.
    

    
      ‘I-It’s strengthened by mana!’
    

    
      It seemed he hadn’t lied about gaining something called a divine technique. After blocking, the throbbing in my arms told me my bones could break with one wrong step.
    

    
      “Slow!”
    

    
      It wasn’t just attack magic. He freely used 3rd Circle magic to try and debuff me with mana.
    

    
      “Mana Shield!”
    

    
      Shwaaa! A shield made of pure mana unfurled.
    

    
      Fwssshhhh! The magic created by his incantation crashed into the mana shield, producing steam. Shwick!
    

    
      ‘He’s a master of fighting!’
    

    
      Though I had really fought for my fourth-degree black belt, this guy was on a different level. Sparring with my instructor and the other masters was as close to actual fighting as I had gotten. But this guy must’ve been trained in fighting techniques that knew no mercy, because his fist came raging in as soon as he saw an opening.
    

    
      
        Paaam!
      
    

    
      “Gack!”
    

    
      In the urgency of the situation, I also struck out with my fist. But there must’ve been spin in his punch, because the sound of bone bouncing off rang out as the skin was torn off the hand that collided into his leather glove.
    

    
      “You’re pretty good, youngster. Huhu.”
    

    
      The bastard freely used magic and fists in perfect combination. I didn’t want to acknowledge him, but he was a more outstanding mage than me.
    

    
      ‘I could really die here.’
    

    
      The story of my youth, which had just started to bloom… My life could end before it even started, with something like, ‘Main character was knifed and died.’
    

    
      My mouth dried up and every cell in my body tensed as goosebumps rose sharply on my skin.
    

    
      ‘To win against him… there’s only the 4th Circle!’
    

    
      The bastard was weaving in and out like a cat that had caught a mouse and was batting at it. He didn’t look tired at all.
    

    
      ‘This little shit!’
    

    
      Rage pulsed through my entire body. In South Korea, not once had I ever been in such a violent situation. Apparently there was violence in schools, but the strict school rules made that impossible at Daehan High. And so far, there hadn’t been many people who had picked a fight with me. This guy was daring to play with me, Kang Hyuk.
    

    
      I clenched my teeth.
    

    
      ‘I will kill this bastard!’
    

    
      We were both in the 4th Circle. But it seemed like he didn’t know 4th Circle magic, and I did. Even if we were at the same circle, if the level of the magic was different, then the difference would be a hundredfold, no, even a thousandfold. If that wasn’t the case, everyone would just train their 2nd Circle Fire Ball instead of aiming for the 8th Circle Hellfire.
    

    
      “Let’s finish this now, youngster. Since troublesome guys can appear.”
    

    
      This was a first-class, first-rate resort on a small island. The cacophonous sound of magic exploding out was more than enough to make the island shake, and guards armed with guns might swarm in.
    

    
      “Alright, I want to end this too, you dirty gangster shit.”
    

    
      “Gangster? Puhahaha!”
    

    
      At ‘gangster,’ the bastard broke into laughter while staring up at the sky.
    

    
      ‘Lightning Wave!’ It was a critical moment, so I hastily activated my circle as I thought of Lightning Wave, the zenith of the 4th Circle attack spells. ‘O strength of Mana, unleash your sleeping rage upon this world! O blue bolt of lightning! Your friend here earnestly desires your strength!’
    

    
      It was a short moment, but I displayed immense concentration as I gathered the mana in my upper, middle, and lower danjeons.
    

    
      And I was able to complete the magic’s activation incantation.
    

    
      
        Zziiinngg.
      
    

    
      I might have concentrated too much, because every organ in my body, including my heart, was plunged into stabbing pain. It was an unfamiliar pain. It couldn’t even be compared to the time when Master had shoved me onto a magic circle and tortured me.
    

    
      ‘A-Am I overdoing it?’
    

    
      If any mage heard that I, someone who’d just risen to the 4th Circle, was casting the peak of the 4th Circle attack spells, they would call me a crazy bastard. It was as if I were running into the ocean right after learning how to swim, saying that I would cross the Genkai Sea.
    

    
      
        [T/N: The Genkai Sea is a part of the sea between Korea and Japan.]
      
    

    
      
        Ftzz, tzzz.
      
    

    
      But even though I felt an abnormal response in my body, the magic was completed anyway. Now I just needed to cast it.
    

    
      The bastard was wearing an unknowable, faint smile while watching me.
    

    
      ‘He knows!’ I had the vague feeling that he had given me time to cast the magic.
    

    
      “Lightning!” He must’ve memorized it thoroughly, because the bastard cast Lightning immediately, without even an exchange of mana.
    

    
      
        Fwwtzzzzzzzzzzz!
      
    

    
      Though he didn’t even have a mana staff, magic lightning coursed along his extended leather glove and burst out like blue streaks of electricity.
    

    
      ‘DIE!’
    

    
      The blue wave of electricity was blinding, and predicting that the bastard would approach in the heels of the magic, I stretched out my hand.
    

    
      “Lightning Wave!”
    

    
      The 4th Circle attack magic that was called a wave of lightning! As the incantation fell from my mouth, I saw my magic surge forward mightily like a rough wave toward the Lightning magic the bastard had unleashed.
    

    
      ‘It’s over!’
    

    
      I had put my all into this 4th Circle magic. There was nowhere to run in a radius of 10 meters.
    

    
      “Gaah!”
    

    
      And as I expected, I heard the bastard’s short cry from within the blinding light.
    

    
      ‘Don’t fuck with me, jerk!’ Like when I had caught the boar, I grew dizzy and my body reeled, but the exhilaration was so great I felt like I could fly away.
    

    
      Today was a historic day—I had won my first magic duel.
    

    
      Then, suddenly, with a fleshy sound, I felt something flush hotly in my abdomen.
    

    
      ‘H-How…?’
    

    
      Even though the pale lightning magic was still spreading wildly around us and sparking as it went, the bastard’s scorched black face was right in front of mine.
    

    
      And the strange pain I felt in my abdomen…The strength in my legs vanished and I sank to the ground.
    

    
      And then, I saw it.
    

    
      A pale blue knife was deeply embedded in my stomach. It had penetrated my abdomen, leaving only the handle.
    

    
      “Huhu, youngster. You’ve probably heard about it, about nano technology? Kukuku. There’s no magic resistant mithril here, but in these modern times, there’s a thing called science. Kuhahahahahaha!”
    

    
      ‘Na… Nano technology…’
    

    
      He was a vicious bastard. Without a doubt, he had definitely researched for years on end in order to kill Master.
    

    
      ‘S-So I’m going like this.’
    

    
      It was unfair.
    

    
      A beautiful, flowery path to my dreams and paradise was perfectly prepared for me. I couldn’t even give Yerin a proper kiss, and Marisol was probably waiting in my room right now.
    

    
      ‘Ma… Master…’
    

    
      After the initial wave of pain, my consciousness began to fade. With the extreme agony and the horror that I might die, my mind withdrew from my body.
    

    
      “Farewell… you pitiful 4th Circle Mage. Kuhuhuhu…”
    

    
      I heard the bastard’s boorish laughter ring in my ears. I wanted to stand up and get revenge with this knife, but my body was heavy and sluggish.
    

    
      And then, the faces of several people came to my mind…Yerin and Joong-hyun, my parents, and lastly, the ever-cocky, notorious pervert, Master Bumdalf.
    

    
      ‘Eat fuck!’
    

    
      
        [T/N: The original meaning of ‘fuck’ here is a traditional Korean taffy snack. I have no idea why taffy became a synonym for a swear word.]
      
    

    
      In my last moments, I forcefully shouted ‘eat fuck’ in my mind.
    

    
      “Eh, EH! W-What’s this?!”
    

    
      The moment my eyes closed and my consciousness dimmed as if I were intoxicated on medicine, I heard the bastard’s surprised voice. His voice was filled with shock, like the next door lady’s had been last year when she was scammed out of her money.
    

    
      ‘I’m sleepy…’
    

    
      Everything became white, and something soft enveloped me.
    

    
      That was my last memory.
    

    
      While holding the earnest wish that a pretty angel would come out to meet me…
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      
        Flasshh!
      
    

    
      “OOHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!! IT’S, IT’S GOINNNGGGGG!!”
    

    
      As if a nuclear bomb was exploding, an intense storm of light flashed on the magic circle.
    

    
      And, while looking at the magic circle, the Archmage Aidal shouted that it was going at the top of his lungs.
    

    
      
        Shwinnng!
      
    

    
      “It’s gone. It feels… truly empty.”
    

    
      With the disappearance of the magic circle mana he’d condensed for years and years, Aidal made a dazed expression. He thought of his homeland, the Kallian Continent, which he had originally intended to return to. But because everything had become too much of a pain, he made a clone and sent him instead.
    

    
      “Rascal, who knows if you learned magic properly or not.”
    

    
      Aidal saw his one and only disciple’s cute face in his mind. The boy had taken the unlimited withdrawal card and rejoiced, partaking in joys that were reminiscent of a death row convict’s last supper. Even Aidal didn’t know why the sight of such a disciple kept lingering in his mind.
    

    
      “Hah, surely he won’t come out as orc poop, right? He’s still a disciple of the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal, at least in name…”
    

    
      Shaking his head, Aidal erased the sight of his disciple becoming an orc’s meal with effort.
    

    
      “Eh, I dunno if he arrived well or not. The coordinates were confusing so I approximated it. I’ve gotten old too. Hng hng.” Clasping his hands behind his back, Aidal lamented his age, without even knowing what had become of his disciple. “Oh dear, I’m late! It’s time for ‘You’re This Mister’s Destiny!'”
    

    
      He suddenly remembered a Korean show he enjoyed watching. Light on his feet, Aidal pressed the button of the magic tower’s elevator.
    

    
      “Young life~ young life~ the young life of youth~ when you’re old you can’t have it~”
    

    
      Without a hitch, he started humming the song that was stuck in his head these days.
    

    
      Strangely enough, he suddenly had a strong craving for something he had eaten a long time ago, taffy.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 8: How to Live in an Unfamiliar Place
      
    

    
       
    

    
      “Ughh…”
    

    
      ‘Where am I…’ I heard myself groan as my consciousness flickered back, piece by piece. ‘Is this heaven, or is this hell? Ahhh, I don’t wanna open my eyes.’
    

    
      Judging from all of my past actions, it was 0.1% more likely that this was hell rather than heaven, so I didn’t want to check. The only filial piety I had practiced since being born was sending my parents on the ten thousand dollar cruise vacation. Besides that, there was that time when I ran away from kindergarten, the fight in elementary school, the porn incident in middle school, and in high school, the time I went and disappeared during the school field trip and became a missing person. There was really nothing I could say.
    

    
      And that wasn’t all, either. With the wicked thoughts I’d had towards countless women, and the “eat fuck” I’d shouted at my master in the very last moment, I would need 100 floggings and an endless 365 day course in hell.
    

    
      ‘Why’s this so soft? And the fragrant smell of grass is—?’
    

    
      While I was sighing disconsolately because it seemed that female demons would rush at me when I opened my eyes, my senses swarmed back to me. It was a bit difficult to think that this was hell, where sulfurous flame burned all year long and dashed away any worry of getting cold.
    

    
      ‘Maybe it’s heaven?’
    

    
      Even now, I could feel the hot knife on the skin of my stomach. I suddenly thought that this might not be hell, but heaven.
    

    
      “He’s still not awake, huh?”
    

    
      “Shh, he’s an injured person.”
    

    
      “As if! Hmph! He even drank a potion, the lifeblood of the villagers!”
    

    
      “Deron, stop that. Dad told us, remember? That we have to be sympathetic to people more pitiful than us in order to be embraced by the Neran, the Goddess of Mercy, when we die.”
    

    
      “Don’t wanna! Rather than being happy after death, Deron wants to eat and play right now!”
    

    
      ‘Wh-What is this sound?’
    

    
      While my senses were coming back to me, I clearly heard words from an unfamiliar language. They were words I’d never heard before on the Earth, but it was like I had an automatic translator in my head. Each word was perfectly interpreted.
    

    
      “Deron, did Dad and I teach you to be like that? It’s not just you, everyone is suffering! But how.. can you…”
    

    
      The girl with a clear and pure voice fell silent, unable to continue.
    

    
      “B-big sis Cecile, I’m sorry. I just… wahh.” When the girl named Cecile went quiet, the boy who had seemed bad mannered at first cried as he apologized.
    

    
      ‘The rascal, he’s a bit rude but looks like he was educated well. Wait, hold on. Were they talking about me just now?’
    

    
      I had been listening in confusion, but someone who had consumed something the villagers treasured, a potion, was being called more pitiful than them.
    

    
      My eyes flashed open.
    

    
      “GAH!”
    

    
      And then I screamed.
    

    
      “Ack!”
    

    
      “Uwaaah!”
    

    
      I wasn’t the only one who screamed. The cries of the two people who were surprised by my shout rang out in the unfamiliar hut.
    

    
      ‘Where the hell is this! Uwaaaah! Why am I lying in a place like this!’
    

    
      It was neatly organized, but just one glance told me I was inside a house that reeked of poverty. I could see the entirety of a bare, wooden hut that wasn’t even 350 sq. feet. There was a kitchen—if it could be called that—with a stove, a few big cauldrons, and a wooden table. All kinds of animal leather were hung on every wall.
    

    
      On top of that, there was a girl who looked to be my age and a kid about ten years old. Our eyes were wide with shock as we stared at each other.
    

    
      “Uwaaah! H-He woke up! The pervert panties bro woke up!”
    

    
      Ker-chunk! Without giving me a chance to say anything, the kid slammed open the door and left, screaming about ‘pervert panties.’
    

    
      “H-Hi…”
    

    
      Meanwhile, I collected my wits and waved my hand towards the blonde girl, who happened to be quite cute.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      But what I got in response was an expression of horror, like she’d seen a ghost.
    

    
      
        Ker-chunk!
      
    

    
      While she was open-mouthed in shock, the wooden door banged open.
    

    
      “Aaghh!”
    

    
      “M-My goodness, he really did wake up.”
    

    
      “Looks like the potion was indeed effective.”
    

    
      Several western women and men suddenly swarmed into the small room. Wearing rough clothes like I might’ve seen in a medieval ages movie, they whispered amongst themselves, staring at me.
    

    
      “H-Hello there?”
    

    
      I didn’t exactly know what was going on, but my life was definitely in the balance here. I stood up and greeted them.
    

    
      The blanket slipped down.
    

    
      “AHH!”
    

    
      “AH, OMO! OMO!”
    

    
      ‘Agh!’
    

    
      But amidst the screams of the women, I sank back down. Surprisingly enough, under the blanket, the only thing covering me was a single pair of completely unfamiliar underwear made out of a strange fabric.
    

    
      ‘Where the hell am I?! Mother! Father!!!!’
    

    
      I drew the blanket to my chin and earnestly called my parents.
    

    
      Like that saying that you could only be a faithful son if you did your military duty, I had somehow become a faithful son in this unfamiliar place.
    

    
      
        [T/N: Korean men are required to serve in the military for two years. ]
      
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “So you’re saying… this is Luna Village, a town in the territory of Viscount Fiore of Dapis Kingdom…?” I asked once again with a voice I didn’t realize was trembling.
    

    
      “Hmm, looks like the severe injury scattered your wits, young lad. I’ll say it once more. I don’t know where you’re from, but Hans here found you collapsed on the beach and brought you here. This is Luna Village, in the viscounty of Fiore, of the Kingdom of Dapis, in the South of the continent. And I’m the village chief, Aves. Sigh!”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Village Chief Aves slowly explained, word by word, like he was teaching a newly-admitted elementary school student. The village chief who’d lost his front teeth took a deep breath, tired from his repeated explanations.
    

    
      ‘O-Oh my god! Why am I here! Uwaaah!’ I held back from screaming, but I couldn’t get it together in this absurd situation.
    

    
      ‘WHY, WHAT, WHERE…’
    

    
      Countless questions raged in my heart. I could remember everything up to getting stabbed by the Triad gangster who claimed to have been Master’s disciple. But I couldn’t remember anything after that, and the words I was told, kingdom or viscounty or whatnot, were unfamiliar terms to me.
    

    
      ‘M-Master, you—!! ARGHH!!”
    

    
      There was only one person who could be the recipient of my countless questions. The culprit responsible for making me an Alice of a strange country… could only be Aidal, a two hundred year old mage.
    

    
      ‘Fuck, then does that mean this bracelet was the key for dimensional teleport?’
    

    
      In this cold reality, once grains of rice were cooked into food, no amount of begging would return the food into grains of rice again. I could surmise that the silver bracelet on my left arm, which had followed me even into this puzzling situation, was an agent of Master’s designs.
    

    
      I finally figured out what ‘a link that connects time to time and space to space’ meant.
    

    
      “Hans.”
    

    
      “Yes, Chief.”
    

    
      “Since it seems this lad hasn’t yet recovered his wits, please take good care of him. It’s already crazy because of the taxes, but… sigh!”
    

    
      “I, I apologize, Chief. Because of me…”
    

    
      The one called Hans was a hairy, robust man in his late forties. He scratched his head as he bowed deeply to the chief.
    

    
      “No, no. Since when has our Luna Village become so cold-hearted and ungenerous… It’s a shame that a potion was used up, but… it can’t be helped. This is all within God’s plan.”
    

    
      Talking about God’s plan as if he were a saint, Village Chief Aves nodded.
    

    
      “Let’s go then.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Saying that, Hans grabbed my shoulders and set me upright. According to the Chief’s words, this late-forties mister named Hans was the savior of my life.
    

    
      “It’s time for dinner, we’ve got to go eat.”
    

    
      “D-Dinner…” At the mention of food, my stomach loudly informed me that it was alive.
    

    
      ‘If you were going to send me, then you should have sent me properly! Why the seashore! And I could have drowned! Arghhhh!’
    

    
      I knew that Master was a person who always lived without restraint, but I really hadn’t known that he was such an irresponsible person.
    

    
      ‘I’ll definitely return! My paradise! My homeland, South Korea! Gaaah!’
    

    
      I shouted woefully in my heart as I was towed by Hans’ muscular arm out of the village chief’s house. Right then and there, I clenched my teeth and made a vow.
    

    
      I would definitely leave this ridiculous world and return to the Earth! And I would definitely repay him for this day.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘T-This is food?’
    

    
      The coarse wooden bowl that was put in front of me held a few potatoes floating around in a clear soup. And a single piece of black bread that smelled like barley landed on the table with a heavy thump. I couldn’t tell whether it was bread or a lump of rock.
    

    
      “Wow! Why’re there so many potatoes today?”
    

    
      ‘W-What’s with this ridiculous, wretched smell of poverty?’
    

    
      Once I realized that the cheer bursting out of the kid named Deron’s lips wasn’t a lie, I was dazedly plunged in shock. Just before I’d woken up, I had been eating luxury seafood dishes and a feast made by first-class chefs, but what suddenly appeared before me now was the smell of destitution.
    

    
      “Eat up. Though it’s not much…”
    

    
      Hans gave me an apologetic expression, his face so hairy it could put a bandit to shame.
    

    
      “N-No, that’s not true. Haha! These potatoes look sturdier than the ones I’ve always eaten at home, they’re quite appetizing.”
    

    
      They were the saviors I was grateful towards for saving my life, the life that had been endangered by Master’s irresponsibility. If I were to complain about the food, that would make me more dog than human.
    

    
      ‘Let’s give it a try.’ Because my stomach was clamoring, I pretended to be crazy and put a big spoonful of potato into my mouth.
    

    
      “Ohh! It’s good!” I cried out in surprise.
    

    
      ‘How can it taste like this!’ It only looked like a clear soup with a few potatoes floating around in it. But surprisingly, a peculiarly good taste filled my mouth.
    

    
      “I-Is it good?” The blonde girl named Cecile asked me if it was good with expectant eyes.
    

    
      “Haha, it tastes just like my mom’s cooking. It’s really good!”
    

    
      ‘It’s likely she’s got the potential to become a first-class chef.’ I checked the inside of the bowl again, but truly, all I could see in the soup were the potatoes and a few slivers of vegetable.
    

    
      “Hehe, so even the pervert bro has fallen in love with my big sis’ cooking? Big sis Cecile is a chef acknowledged by everyone here in Luna Village.”
    

    
      The kiddo was eager to spout praises about his big sis.
    

    
      ‘But why does he keep saying pervert, pervert?’
    

    
      “Hans, why does Deron keep calling me a pervert? Did I make some kind of mistake before I woke up or something?”
    

    
      “Ah, that… that’s… well.” Hans stammered, not answering my question straight out.
    

    
      ‘Why did Cecile’s face get so red?’
    

    
      With Hans unable to answer, I looked towards Cecile in order to ask her and saw her flushing bright red while looking straight down.
    

    
      “Wooow! You’re really shameless, bro! How can you ask so directly?”
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      Now, the only person who would answer me honestly was Deron.
    

    
      “You don’t remember? Those panties you were wearing?”
    

    
      “P-Panties?”
    

    
      He was talking about underwear, but the translator operating in my head interpreted that as panties.
    

    
      ‘The clothes I was wearing… geh! Surely not the flower print shorts?’
    

    
      “Heh! How could a man wear such vulgar flower print panties even though he’s not a girl? When Daddy carried you in, you almost weren’t able to enter the village because of those bloodsoaked flower print panties! We were sure a perverted pirate was shipwrecked and got carried onto shore here!”
    

    
      ‘Bl-Bloodsoaked flower print panties…’
    

    
      My head rang dizzily. The short pants that were called shorts by everyone in the 21st century were mistaken as panties here. Now that I noticed it, Cecile was wearing a long skirt despite the rather hot weather.
    

    
      ‘I’m really… a pervert. Sigh!’
    

    
      A kid’s eyes were accurate. If Deron had judged me as a pervert, then the villagers might have mistaken me for a pervert, too.
    

    
      ‘But does that mean Cecile saw everything?’
    

    
      There was a high chance that she had. Hans had carried me into this house. And the people who went around in this house were Hans, Cecile, and the kid, Deron. Moreover, the only clothing I was wearing now was underwear made of a rough material and a large piece of clothing that Hans had definitely worn before.
    

    
      ‘Gaah!’
    

    
      When my thoughts reached that point, a scream burst out within me.
    

    
      “Ahem, the, the soup will get cold. Let’s hurry and eat.”
    

    
      The atmosphere at the table had suddenly congealed. Hans dipped his bread in the soup as he changed the subject to eating.
    

    
      ‘But isn’t this too much? This is next to the sea, so why can’t I see even a single anchovy?’
    

    
      There was a saying that people next to the sea would grow fat even in times of famine, but even the ever-so-common anchovy was nowhere to be seen on the table. As I chewed the hard barley bread, I suspected that Hans might be a penny pincher at the level of Scrooge.
    

    
      ‘But do I have to sleep here tonight?’
    

    
      Cecile was still silently eating with her head bowed. The sight of her perfectly tanned skin kept haunting my eyes.
    

    

    
      
        Craaack.
      
    

    
      “Urgh…”
    

    
      ‘Damn, I’m sore.’ I had lived my whole life on plush mattresses made by Neis, a company that advertised that beds were a science. But last night, I slept atop a single blanket on the floor by the bed where Cecile and Deron slept. And after a long night of moaning and groaning, I woke up in the morning and let out an invigorating shout as the bones all over my body popped back into position.
    

    
      ‘Why is everyone going out so early?’
    

    
      The dim light visible through the open wooden window told me it was only daybreak, but before I woke up, Cecile and Hans crept out of the room. I knew they had tried to not wake me up, but my sensitive ears couldn’t help but hear them.
    

    
      “Ma, mommy~ mommy!” Just then, Deron, the lucky brat who’d slept in Cecile’s embrace throughout the long night, began to call for his mom and woke me up entirely.
    

    
      “Uwaaaah! Mommmmy!” cried the little kid sorrowfully.
    

    
      ‘Tch…’
    

    
      His mournful cries for his mommy suddenly reminded me of a memory from when I was young. Back when I was a kid and my memories were still hazy, there was a time when I woke up to find that my mom wasn’t by my side. I felt then that the world was collapsing, and I too had cried like this brat. And after crawling through the entire house, I was able to find my mom. My mom had fled, unable to bear the strain of child-watching any longer, and was snoozing in my dad’s embrace.
    

    
      “Deron, wake up. It’s your bro, Kyre.”
    

    
      After finishing dinner last night, Hans finally asked for my name. But when I told him it was Kang Hyuk, Hans nodded and pronounced it as Kyre.
    

    
      And so, my name went from Kang Hyuk to Kyre.
    

    
      “Older bro? Uwah! Brother! Find my mommy! Mommy! Hnng!” When I took him into my arms, the kid sorrowfully cried for his mom.
    

    
      ‘But his mom isn’t here.’
    

    
      “Deron, where is your mom? I can find her only if I know where she is.”
    

    
      “R-Really? You’ll find my mommy?” Besides being a tad rude, he was a cute, blonde kid.
    

    
      “Of course! Even though I look like this, your bro is a very strong person!”
    

    
      “Wooow! Then, are you a knight?”
    

    
      “N-No, I’m not a knight, but…”
    

    
      “Then if you’re not a knight, a mage?”
    

    
      Deron asked if I was a mage, his eyes seemingly asking when I would go find his mom.
    

    
      “T-That’s right. Your bro is a mage. Just believe in your bro. I’ll find your mom with magic.”
    

    
      ‘Rascal, you’re pretty sharp.’ I looked proudly at Deron, impressed that he had accurately figured out that I was a mage. I thought he would soon look at me, a mage, with a look of respect.
    

    
      “Heh, as if. Did you think I’m a kid that would fall for a lie like that? It’s fine, so let me go now, you smell like sweat.”
    

    
      But what came into my ear was a parade of words that I hadn’t expected at all.
    

    
      “Eh?” I was dumbfounded by the sudden transformation in Deron’s attitude.
    

    
      “Ah, how refreshing. Hehe. What should I play with today?”
    

    
      Deron left my arms and went straight for the door. The sight of a young, innocent lamb searching for his mommy just a moment ago was nowhere to be seen. The lamb had transformed into an impossibly wicked neighborhood menace.
    

    
      ‘D-Dammit! Arghhh!’
    

    
      “Kyre!” Stopping as he was about to leave, the little menace Deron called me.
    

    
      “What!” My head turned instinctively to the kid’s call.
    

    
      “Thanks. Hehe.”
    

    
      My eyes caught a glimpse of the boy’s smile. Wiping the tears that had dripped down his face with the back of his hand, Deron put on a happy front and ran outside.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Haaah, this is nice!”
    

    
      Coming out into the brisk air that felt like a September morning in Korea, I filled my lungs.
    

    
      ‘This is totally picture perfect.’
    

    
      It was nearly evening last night and everything was disorienting, so I hadn’t really had a chance to take in the village panorama. But now that it was morning, the scene before my eyes was exactly like the peaceful, pastoral landscape that I’d seen in paintings. Cotton clouds floated about in the sky and drifted towards the sea. The blue ocean waves I saw beyond the village felt to me as if they could ease and revitalize the air in even an ill man’s lungs. The fairly large mountaintops positioned behind the village reinvigorated every cell in my body.
    

    
      ‘Back to the mountain, front to the sea! It’s the perfect location.’
    

    
      A hundred or so houses made of logs had been jammed into the village. Hans’ house was a little higher up than the others, so I could see the panorama of the village in one look.
    

    
      ‘It’s exactly like a small fortress.’
    

    
      With the sea and mountains, as well as fairly large fields, the village was surrounded by the natural protectors of wood, dirt, and rock. It was approximately three meters above sea level, able to block most attacks.
    

    
      ‘Huh? But those people there, what are they doing?’
    

    
      As per the proverb, ‘the early bird gets the worm’, the villagers were hard at work on the fields that were just starting to brighten with light.
    

    
      ‘Why are the delicate women doing fieldwork instead of the strong men? Do they not have horses? People are plowing the fields.’
    

    
      Having come from a 21st century civilization with cutting-edge machines, I couldn’t understand their farming method. Though quite a few people lived in the village, I couldn’t see any livestock like cows or horses. There were only people to do the rough fieldwork, which a cow or horse should be doing, and the men were mostly guarding the area with bows on their backs and spears in their hands.
    

    
      ‘Right, I should earn my keep. I feel sorry.’
    

    
      I wanted to repay the simple villagers who had treated me by using something called a potion. After all, to me, my life was as valuable as the sky itself.
    

    
      ‘Thankfully, there’s nothing wrong besides a small scar.’
    

    
      Breathing deeply, I checked to make sure there was nothing wrong in my mana field. Besides my circle being relatively drained of mana, it was all good.
    

    
      ‘Like Master said, the amount of mana here is way more than on Earth.’
    

    
      Even if you rose to the 4th Circle, not all 4th Circle Mages were the same. The size of the circle you possessed, the amount of stored mana, and your concentration power and willpower, as well as your harmonic force with the mana in nature and differences in mana channeling techniques—all these factors played a part in determining a mage’s skill.
    

    
      ‘Better safe than sorry! There’s no knowing when I’ll run into another guy like that Chinese rogue!’
    

    
      Thinking of the bitter lesson I had painfully learned with my body, I grit my teeth.
    

    
      ‘But why are they leaving the perfectly good sea and plowing the fields instead? It looks like a fishing village, but there isn’t even a single boat.’
    

    
      The nearby sea had a gentle slope to it and appeared abundant with not only fish, but all kinds of by-products, like clams. But there wasn’t even a single person hanging around the seashore.
    

    
      ‘Well, maybe I should go lend a hand.’
    

    
      When I was young, there was a time when I went to my grandpa’s house and helped him with fieldwork a few times. Reviving that memory, I walked towards the fields where people were gathered to work.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Good morning!”
    

    
      Because I was an energetic fellow no matter the time or place, I threw a greeting to the hard-working villagers with a loud voice.
    

    
      “Kyre, you’re up!”
    

    
      “Omo, it’s that black-haired young man.”
    

    
      “Do you think he’s still wearing that underwear?”
    

    
      Plowing instead of talking, Hans responded to my greeting, and the village women whispered and giggled upon seeing me.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, if that’s underwear, I wonder what they would say if they saw a thong.’ I was truly curious about what they would say if they were to see the kinds of underwear popular in the 21st century.
    

    
      “I see everyone is busy.”
    

    
      “Indeed. Tax collection day is drawing near, but we’ve had a terrible harvest.”
    

    
      “Alright! Stop playing and move it, folks! Luena’s Moon will be in the sky in a few days, so we have to finish setting up the harvest before then!”
    

    
      At someone’s reply to my remark, Chief Aves urged everyone to hurry. He was standing on the field and overseeing the work.
    

    
      ‘Luena’s Moon? What does the moon have anything to do with the harvest?’ Besides the language and magic knowledge, nothing came to mind. ‘Anyways, looks like Hans is having a hard time. The other men aren’t even thinking of helping.’
    

    
      The strict guard I noticed yesterday night caught my attention. I remembered seeing 10 or so armed village men with torches in their hands as we were heading to the chief’s house in the setting sun. There were dozens of men. Most of the strong men who could work didn’t even think of helping the struggling women and were staring holes into the nearby forest, as tense as soldiers in war.
    

    
      ‘Are there monsters or something?’
    

    
      I had never seen such things like monsters and was curious about the mysterious monsters that appeared in fantasy novels or movies.
    

    
      “Kyre, don’t just stand there and help us, will you.”
    

    
      “Huh? Yessir, Chief!”
    

    
      Because the others were busily harvesting potatoes, the chief rebuked me as I blankly stood around.
    

    
      “Hans, I’ll give it a try.” I called Hans’ name and had him stop. His face and body were covered in sweat.
    

    
      “Mm, you will? That’ll be too much for you right now though…”
    

    
      “I may look like this, but I’m quite strong. Please just leave it to me.”
    

    
      “Then I’ll leave it to you for a bit.”
    

    
      “That’s right, Dad. Please rest a little.” Cecile, who had been directing the plow that Hans was pulling, made a face of regret.
    

    
      ‘The considerate ones really are quite kind.’ Cecile was sixteen, a year younger than me. As was the specialty of Western women, she was already not far from being a grown-up woman.
    

    
      “Try holding it like this.” Hans, who looked like a brigand but was as kind as they came, made an apologetic expression as he fixed the plow to my shoulders.
    

    
      ‘Guh! S-So heavy!’
    

    
      As the weight of the plow settled onto my shoulders, I felt admiration anew towards Hans. I had really underestimated this thing.
    

    
      ‘There’s no helpin’ it.’
    

    
      If I just dragged the plow like this, rumors of my low stamina would fly and people here might even say that I wasn’t a man. The villagers didn’t have a very good first impression of me anyways because of the pervert panties incident.
    

    
      As I took Hans’ plow, the villagers stopped their work and ogled me with interested eyes.
    

    
      ‘The spell for weight reduction was… this, right?’ I recalled the 3rd Circle weight-reducing Lighten spell, quietly modified it, and chanted the incantation.
    

    
      “Lighten.”
    

    
      “Hm? Did you say something?”
    

    
      “No, sir. Haha! It’s just that I was surprised because it was lighter than I thought!”
    

    
      “It’s light? Ohh, you’re stronger than you look, huh?”
    

    
      ‘Than I look…’ A height of 6’1″ and a weight of 165 lbs was a fairly bulky physique, but it appeared that Hans saw me as no more than a weakling who couldn’t even truss a chicken. ‘Shall I try putting some mana in my legs, too?’
    

    
      It kind of bothered me that the first magic I cast after coming to this world was for farming, but I couldn’t just ignore the people who had saved my life. And because the potion I had consumed seemed to be very precious to these people, I would have to repay them many times over in order to not feel guilty about it.
    

    
      “Cecile!”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      Cecile answered me hesitantly, looking worriedly at me.
    

    
      “Hold on tight! Hiya!”
    

    
      Thanks to the fairly powerful Lighten magic, the human-powered plow was about as heavy as a pair of sneakers. Vigorously shouting ‘hiya’ like I was now a horse, I ran.
    

    
      
        Pa-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-bat!
      
    

    
      “Oh my!”
    

    
      ‘Ahaha, so this is why Rudolph wants to run forever.’
    

    
      Having become a horse for the first time in my life, I roughly upturned the field. And, while doing so, I felt the instinct to run, my feet propelled by the feeling of the soft ground underneath me.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 9: My Name is Kyre!
      
    

    
       
    

    
      “Phew!”
    

    
      “You’re one impressive lad!”
    

    
      “Ohhh! We finished the work easily thanks to you, Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘Pant pant! The side effects of mana are… arggh!’
    

    
      Greatly encouraged by the sight of everyone’s surprised faces, I upturned the field like a crazed colt. Thus came the state of mana exhaustion. Characteristic of spells like Lighten, mana was constantly drained while the spell was being maintained, the result being that I went dry in one hour and only had enough strength to pick up a pair of chopsticks.
    

    
      ‘I don’t have enough mana. I have to expand my circle to the utmost and increase my mana.’
    

    
      According to the Law of Mana Drainage, differences in the amount of mana in one’s circle were very subtle at first, but as soon as you became an upper circle mage, the differences were like heaven and hell. I was able to fill my circle with mana far more easily than others thanks to the remarkable channeling method Master had taught me, but I couldn’t fill the 4th Circle all the way yet.
    

    
      “Hans, why don’t you cultivate the land over there? It’s a pretty large area.”
    

    
      About a kilometer away from the village, fairly expansive plains stretched out unused. The slope was gentle, and from the looks of the thickly growing grass, the plains definitely had good soil as well.
    

    
      “Our harvest last year was small, so we can’t cultivate it.”
    

    
      “Huh? What does the harvest have to do with cultivation?”
    

    
      ‘What in the world is he saying?’ I thought, confused.
    

    
      “Where are you from, lad? Are you not a person of this continent? Or did you come from an island where there aren’t any monsters?”
    

    
      “Ha, haha! I don’t remember, so I don’t know where I lived.” When something was hard to say, the best excuse was amnesia.
    

    
      “I see. So that’s why you say such things.” Even as he spoke, Hans gazed at the expansive land with eyes of regret.
    

    
      ‘I’m not a mind reader, so I’ll only know if you say it.”
    

    
      Once the tilling was done, the women carefully packed away the potatoes. Hans and I were able to rest a bit on the grass.
    

    
      “There was a drought last year, so the crop harvest, including the potatoes, wasn’t good. We couldn’t catch fish, so we were depending on the field crops…”
    

    
      ‘Why can’t you catch fish? The sea looks perfectly fine.’ I was still puzzled.
    

    
      “Do you see the Zarre Mountains over there?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      A number of mountaintops were clustered side by side in the Zarre Mountain range. The range boasted an exceptional appearance that was reminiscent of a man’s spirit.
    

    
      “There are mountains there and mountains behind our village, as well. And… the monsters and demon beasts that exist in the mountains can easily come to our village.”
    

    
      ‘Wait, so what do demon beasts and monsters have to do with the harvest?’
    

    
      Instead of explaining things so I could easily understand, Hans sighed regretfully as he spoke. “Besides the taxes we must pay to the lord, we must also acquire potions from the temple.”
    

    
      “Potions?”
    

    
      “That’s right. Blessed by the sacred God, potions aren’t just for healing wounds. It’s also precious holy water that greatly repels monsters, especially demon beasts.”
    

    
      ‘Ohh, I see.’
    

    
      “But usually, a potion only remains effective for a year. So every year, after paying our taxes, we acquire potions with the remaining money. For independent villages like us that don’t receive the lord’s protection, potions are even more necessary. If we don’t put a potion on the land we’re cultivating or on the boat we use to catch fish, there’s no knowing when a demon beast will appear and slaughter us.”
    

    
      ‘That’s ridiculous!’
    

    
      Hans was saying that farming and catching fish were only possible if potions were acquired with the money left after paying taxes. If the harvest wasn’t good, like it had been last year, then there was less money for buying potions, and that could result in not being able to cultivate the land right in front of you.
    

    
      “But aren’t there the villagers standing guard over there? Can’t they win against a demon beast?”
    

    
      “Lad… so you’ve really lost your memory. How could you think that farmers like us can take on demon beasts, which can put up a fight against knights using Aura Blade? The people over there are just there to block monsters like orcs.”
    

    
      ‘Aura Blade!’
    

    
      No exact knowledge of demon beasts came to my mind.
    

    
      “But this is the Kallian Continent, right, Hans?”
    

    
      “…Have you forgotten even that?” The hairy man’s expression went from dumbfounded to pitying.
    

    
      ‘Argh. I’ve become a real birdbrain.’ The one and only Kang Hyuk, the reckless kid who lived with pride, had been reduced to an ignorant amnesiac who only knew his own name.
    

    
      “Then the potion I drank was…”
    

    
      “Th-That was a potion we bought the year before last. The Chief was holding onto it because it was a waste to throw it away…”
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      ‘W-What the hell! Doesn’t that mean I drank a potion that was past the expiration date! Uwaahh!’
    

    
      “Thanks to you, a potion past its prime didn’t go to waste. Thanks.” Hans, who had briefly turned me into a guinea pig for drug experiments, bowed his head.
    

    
      ‘If… it hadn’t been effective…’
    

    
      It was a gruesome thought.
    

    
      “Dad! Come eat lunch~!”
    

    
      “Let’s go. Our work this morning was quickly finished thanks to you, lad.”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      “I’ll leave the afternoon to you as well. Ahem,” Hans said, dusting his butt as he rose.
    

    
      “…..” I stiffened in the middle of getting up.
    

    
      “Maybe it’ll rain tomorrow…” Hans slowly walked towards Cecile and the villagers, avoiding my gaze.
    

    
      ‘I’m not just a birdbrain, I’ve become a cow,’ I lamented, looking woefully at the potato field I had enlarged.
    

    
      “Haaaah!”
    

    
      I breathed out a long sigh.
    

    
      I consumed a potion past its expiration date, but I had to be thankful that I was still alive to tell the tale. There was no use crying over spilled potion, after all.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘I can’t live like this! I want to eat meat!’
    

    
      I was completely labeled as the village livestock and forced to plow for the past three days. I didn’t really mind that, though. I was using magic and repaying my life debt to the people.
    

    
      But the problem was food. I didn’t know how much the territory tax was, but I could smell the fear in the people, fear that they might not even be able to subsist with grain for meals, much less potatoes.
    

    
      And so, I decided on an ambitious plan.
    

    
      It was the grand ‘I’ve Gotta Eat Meat’ plan. If things went on like this, I might die of malnutrition before I had a chance to leave the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      ‘So the thing is, in the past, before there was the big threat of monsters, they hunted and harvested greens in the forest and caught fish in the sea all year round.’
    

    
      Since I had worked hard to upturn the field for three days, the villagers were friendly to me, and I was able to hear a lot from them. In the past, this Luna Village was quite well-off in the territory. It was, at one point, a village that had a population of over a thousand people. But ten years ago, on Luena’s Moon, a day when monsters became more ferocious, monsters like orcs and ogres appeared and attacked the village.
    

    
      Because they had always been prepared, the village watch was able to drive away the monsters, but they suffered a massacre from the demon beasts that cunningly appeared like wolves after that. The beasts were able to invade because the brute-force orcs had laid waste to the bottle holding the potion. The village was brought to near destruction, and the survivors were now working hard to cling to life.
    

    
      ‘So they can’t hunt if they can’t buy potions, yeah? Huhuhu.’
    

    
      They didn’t know, but I was a kind mage who had come from another world. How could a mage like me ignore the village’s crisis?
    

    
      
        Flop flop!
      
    

    
      ‘Ah! Th-That is!’
    

    
      I was on a seaside cliff where I could see the village in one glance. I discovered the place today, and it was pretty nice. The blue horizon stretched endlessly before me, and I glimpsed something huge suddenly jump above the horizon before flopping back down. My jaw dropped.
    

    
      “TU-TUNA! Oh my god! It’s tuna!”
    

    
      Very rarely, when my mother was in a good mood, I was able to taste tuna sashimi. It was only defrosted tuna caught in the Pacific Ocean, but I still remembered the taste.
    

    
      The tuna’s fatty belly meat, streaked with white stripes, the supreme tuna belly…
    

    
      That incredible, unforgettable taste of the meat slowly melting in your mouth…
    

    
      The huge fish that was jumping up far on the horizon was definitely a tuna. I had unknowingly activated Magic Eye, allowing me to confirm it with my own eyes.
    

    
      “One! Two! Ohhh! This is a sea of tuna!”
    

    
      Tuna, the luxury fish whose more expensive individuals could reach prices of over 1 million in the neighboring island nation known as Japan! Starved for meat, the sight of the tuna drove me crazy.
    

    
      “With just one… all the villagers could throw a party.”
    

    
      I finally began to understand the feelings of the villagers, who couldn’t go catch the tuna despite seeing them right before their eyes. Now it made sense why the vitality in their eyes had disappeared. Not only did land monsters exist, but there were underwater monsters in the water, too. Because they were a number of fairly big ones, you could only catch fish if you had a few potions.
    

    
      “GRAAAAAAAHH! You’re all dead!”
    

    
      I had never craved meat this much in my life. No matter how cold-hearted my parents were in disciplining their offspring, they gave me meat at least once every three days.
    

    
      “This is no time to be sitting around!”
    

    
      The tuna, shimmering like a mirage before a thirsty man, was something I couldn’t let go. 
    

    
      “The freedom of mana shall soon be the freedom of the wind! Fly!”
    

    
      Today, after finishing the potato harvest, the villagers had all gone out to the field to sow wheat. Atop the cliff, away from their eyes, I cast Fly.
    

    
      My body floated into the air with a swoosh.
    

    
      
        Flap flap!
      
    

    
      Having become a bird, I flew towards the sea. In my hands was the small spear Hans had given me for ‘self-protection.’
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Have you found him?”
    

    
      “No! He’s nowhere to be found in the village…”
    

    
      “Hrgh, this lad, where did he go? Tomorrow, Luena’s Moon will rise.”
    

    
      Thanks to the black-haired young man who had suddenly appeared in the village, Kyre, the villagers were able to finish the potato harvest early and even sow the wheat. They had all planned on returning home to rest their tired bodies, but when Hans cried out that Kyre had disappeared, everyone set about combing the village. But the young man named Kyre was nowhere to be found.
    

    
      “S-Surely he didn’t go into the forest, right?”
    

    
      “Surely not. We seriously warned him that it was dangerous.”
    

    
      “He didn’t run away, did he?”
    

    
      “Whaddya mean, run away… it’s not like he racked up a debt with us or anything…”
    

    
      The two hundred or so villagers were gathered and whispering amongst themselves in the village square, where the Chief’s house was. The sun had dropped at some point and night was about to fall. It was too dangerous for the village watch to go outside and look for him now.
    

    
      “Kyre….”
    

    
      As the villagers murmured amongst themselves, Cecile had her hands together and was praying to the Goddess of Mercy while thinking of Kyre. She hadn’t known the boy with uncommon black hair for long, but she had grown fond of him. The smile on his face refreshed her heart whenever she looked at him. Particularly because he had dripped sweat while dragging the plow in place of her father, Kyre was a man to whom Cecile was grateful. She was so grateful to Kyre and sorry that his strength had waned because there was so little to eat these days.
    

    
      ‘Dear God… Please let nothing bad happen.’
    

    
      Closing her eyes, Cecile prayed to Neran.
    

    
      “H-He’s here! Kyre’s back!”
    

    
      “He’s walking from the beach!”
    

    
      Just then, Kyre’s name came bursting out of the mouths of the several guards standing on the village palisade.
    

    
      “The beach? Why from such a dangerous place!”
    

    
      All the villagers swarmed towards the part of the palisade with the door to the beach. Since the people of Luna Village thought of other people’s problems as their own, everyone was sincerely worried about Kyre.
    

    
      Cecile’s eyes flashed open from praying ardently to god. She grabbed Deron’s hand and ran towards the door facing the beach along with the villagers.
    

    

    
      “Hng, hng…!”
    

    
      ‘Argghh! So hard, tch.’
    

    
      My hunger drove me to fly recklessly above the ocean. Then, like the grandpa main character in ‘The Old Man and the Sea,’ I underwent a desperate struggle to catch tuna. So many tuna were swimming about that the ocean one kilometer away from the village was half water, half tuna.
    

    
      The problem was that the only weapon in my hands was a feeble spearhead lodged into a sturdy wooden shaft. Moreover, I wasn’t securely in a boat, but maintaining flight magic to catch the leaping tuna—it was as hard as a blind man catching a pheasant with a stone.
    

    
      I looked for chances and stabbed in vain hundreds of times, all while midair. Whenever my mana dropped, I retreated to the beach to catch my breath, then went flying off again to catch a tuna. I was determined as hell to avoid eating a few potatoes floating about in a clear soup and the teeth-shattering barley bread. And then, I was finally able to stick my spear into the head of a blind tuna.
    

    
      ‘Why’d it have to be such a big one, jeez!’
    

    
      The problems just kept on coming. The tuna that just happened to get caught by my lame stabbing was easily over 100 kilograms, and I was almost dragged into the ocean by the speared behemoth. It must have been a fellow that had eaten a lot of natural, healthy food, because it was as strong as a bull in heat. As soon as the fish got stabbed and dove into the water, I had no choice but to buckle down and raise my mana output to the max. If things went wrong, I could become fish food while trying to catch it.
    

    
      Clenching my teeth, I invested all the 4th Circle mana I had and fought desperately to keep the fish from submerging.
    

    
      And so it went, for a long 30 minutes.
    

    
      The moment I was about to run out of my once-plentiful 4th Circle mana, the fish went totally slack-jawed and lost its will to live. The sight of that made me cry manly tears, because I had been on the verge of letting go and giving up.
    

    
      After the boar, this was the second hunt I had won through magic. The happiness of having become a mage who could earn his own meal was indescribable.
    

    
      ‘Phew! I’m finally here.’
    

    
      Dragging the fish with the spear, I reached the beach. I had no encounters with the sea monsters everyone had warned me about, and I proudly dragged my harvest towards the village. That is, after recovering my mana for a bit and applying the fish with Lighten magic, which I had trained to perfection in the last few days.
    

    
      “Ma-Madir!”
    

    
      “Ohhh! Goodness! How long it has been since I last saw a madir!”
    

    
      “H-How did you catch a madir on your own…?”
    

    
      ‘Geh! W-Why’re they all swarming me?’
    

    
      Though I had cast Lighten magic, since I had spent half the day overdoing it with flight magic, my muscles were screaming for mercy. I had shouldered the tuna despite the pain with the one resolve to eat meat, so I didn’t realize that people were surrounding me until they were right there.
    

    
      “Wooow! The young lad Kyre caught a madir!”
    

    
      “The Chief! Hurry and call the Chief!”
    

    
      Everyone raised a ruckus. They burst out in cheers and didn’t even think about helping me, going off to find Chief Aves instead.
    

    
      “Hahh, haaah! Hey, this is heavy, y’know!”
    

    
      I couldn’t even move because of all the people blocking my way.
    

    
      
        Flop.
      
    

    
      ‘Aish, whatever.’ It could just be washed if a little sand got on it, so I gently laid the tuna onto the ground. But since it was a fairly heavy tuna, it sank deeply into the sand.
    

    
      “Ohh! A madir was caught? A madir?!”
    

    
      And, looking at the huge tuna and me, the gap-toothed, old Chief Aves appeared amongst the villagers with such excitement that no one could butt in.
    

    
      “It’s really a madir! T-The first madir I’ve seen in ten years!”
    

    
      Chief Aves became incredibly emotional at the sight of the tuna. He didn’t have time to spare a glance for poor me. He would definitely have a fit if he knew that in the 21st century, tuna like this were farmed from the ocean.
    

    
      ‘What a shame. If this was Korea, I could score a jackpot with a Japanese restaurant.’
    

    
      Far in the distance, the school of tuna was still jumping up. If I were to catch that fresh tuna and sell it, the Japanese would go nuts and rush at me.
    

    
      “L-Lad, who are you, really?”
    

    
      Recovering from his tuna shock, Chief Aves looked at me and asked who I was. It wasn’t just the Chief. All the villagers that had rushed over had the same question in their eyes.
    

    
      “Kyre. Haha! My name is Kyre!”
    

    
      Scratching my head, I gave a refreshing smile.
    

    
      ‘I’m Kyre, a mage from the 21st century. That’s who I am. Uhahahaha!’
    

    
      While holding back and hiding the truth I couldn’t reveal within my heart…
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Kyaa, this is killer!”
    

    
      I devoured the tuna stew cooked by Cecile, whose cooking skill was ridiculously perfect and deceptive in appearance. Just one tuna had won me immense gratitude from the villagers. The meat was divided into about a hundred parts so each family could have some to eat, and the villagers wept with gratitude over a chunk of meat just larger than a fist. Apparently, madir was a precious food that was hard to catch even ten years ago, so they couldn’t just have a taste of it. And just like that, the tuna I caught gave a small comfort to the villagers who had been losing hope.
    

    
      “It’s really yummy, Bro! Before, I only admired Dad but now I wanna admire you too!”
    

    
      The tuna head that was left over after deboning the meat was my share, and with that plump, fleshy head, Cecile made a very tasty fish stew. And for the silly little kid, a few pieces of meat made me his hero.
    

    
      ‘So your pops gets more admiration than a mage, eh. Rascal.’
    

    
      With the tuna broth bringing joy to my mouth, I contentedly let Deron’s immature remark pass.
    

    
      “Sigh, it sure was tasty, but if we had sold the madir, it would have helped towards the tax…”
    

    
      ‘Seriously, how much is this tax? All the villagers are moaning and groaning about it.’
    

    
      “Hans, how much is the tax? Why is everyone so busy worrying about the tax?”
    

    
      “Sorry. To make even an outsider like you worry about the villagers…” Hans scratched his head.
    

    
      “I’m hurt, Hans. I, for one, have never thought of the villagers, including you, Cecile, and Deron, as strangers…”
    

    
      Though it hadn’t been many days since coming to this new world, I was touched by the generosity of these simple people, something you couldn’t easily experience in the 21st century. To save a stranger like me, they gave me the food they had so little of and even a place to sleep. It made me sad that Hans thought of me as a stranger.
    

    
      “N-No, that’s not what I mean. I just don’t want to burden even you with the troubles of the village. You’re young and overflowing with dreams, after all.”
    

    
      ‘Haaah, you drive me crazy. Just hurry and tell me how much it is.’ I understood how Hans felt, but if you received a sincere act of kindness, repaying it many times over was best. Free was free, and a debt was a debt.
    

    
      “In kingdom currency, it’s 50 Gold. The tax assigned to our village,” said Cecile quietly in her father’s stead.
    

    
      “50 Gold?”
    

    
      ‘Wait, Gold sounds like golden coins, but how much is that?’
    

    
      I didn’t have any clear reference points for this place’s currency, so I looked blankly at Cecile with my eyes wide open.
    

    
      “A healthy horse is 5 Gold. But as you’ve seen, the things produced from our village are only potatoes, wheat, and leather from the few animals we can catch once in a Lashiar’s moon. We would have made a few gold from the madir we ate today, but…”
    

    
      
        [T/N: I’m guessing Lashiar is a deity of fortune, so it’s like ‘once in a blue moon,’ Kallian continent style.]
      
    

    
      Hans was sorrowfully grieving the tuna even after eating his fill. It wasn’t as if he didn’t know a tuna wouldn’t come back once eaten, but he was stirring the tuna meat in his bowl with his spoon while looking regretfully at it.
    

    
      ‘Ah, I wish I had the unlimited withdrawal card.’
    

    
      Right now, I seriously needed the absolutely powerful platinum card that made me instantly love Master. I wanted to withdraw a few million or so at an ATM somewhere.
    

    
      “Hans, how much would a demon beast cost?”
    

    
      “D-Demon beast? Hrm, why are you suddenly asking about them?” Hans stared at me open-mouthed at the mention of a demon beast.
    

    
      “From what I heard, since it takes a knight capable of using Aura Blade to hunt one, it must cost quite a lot, right?”
    

    
      “The leather of a demon beast demands a high price, of course, but… stop dreaming. I don’t know how you were so fortunate to catch a madir, but demon beasts are creatures of a totally different caliber. Demon beasts descended from the demonic creatures summoned long ago during the Divine War. I heard it takes a few knights to be able to face one.”
    

    
      ‘Demands a high price? Huhu. Alright, that’s exactly it.’ I paid no heed to Hans’ other words.
    

    
      “Hans, why doesn’t the lord subjugate the demon beasts? The village even pays taxes, so shouldn’t he at least deploy some soldiers?”
    

    
      “Bro, you’re an idiot, right?” Deron looked up from picking the bones clean of tuna and gave me a pitying look.
    

    
      “Wh-What?”
    

    
      “If it were you, would you send knights and soldiers to a worthless village like this when they could even be killed?”
    

    
      ‘Ack…’
    

    
      I knew kids were scary, but Deron was on a level of his own. He was clever enough to swindle the naive villagers.
    

    
      “Deron is right. Ten years ago, our village even paid a tax of a thousand gold. Back then, monster hunting mercenaries occasionally took up residence here, and since many merchants came through, dozens of soldiers were dispatched. But… they all died from the attack of the demon beasts, and with the village ruined, the lord lost interest in us. There are probably a hundred other places to help in the territory.”
    

    
      “But then why do you pay the taxes? With that money, you could live in comfort.”
    

    
      “We can do that if we want to die for treason.”
    

    
      “T-Treason?”
    

    
      ‘Isn’t this totally mobster style?’ I had heard that in the Middle Ages, lords played king in their land, but I hadn’t known such a thing was happening even in a place like this.
    

    
      “By any chance, is there anyone who has ever hunted a demon beast in the village?”
    

    
      “A demon beast… There’s just one person. He was the village’s top warrior in his youth.”
    

    
      “Who is that?”
    

    
      “You know him too. That person is… the Chief.”
    

    
      “Whaaat! Th-The Chief?”
    

    
      Chief Aves, who spoke while babbling like a newborn baby and had lost most of his teeth?! It wouldn’t be strange even if he were to die today or tomorrow. I couldn’t believe that he had once been the village’s top warrior.
    

    
      “Let’s go to sleep now. Luena’s Moon is rising from tomorrow onwards, so we have to mend the palisade. Cecile, thanks for the meal.”
    

    
      “It was nothing, there’s no need to thank me. We had a good meal for the first time in a long while thanks to you, Kyre.”
    

    
      “I-It was nothing. I didn’t do much.”
    

    
      Cecile was a year younger than me, but for some reason, I couldn’t relax my speech around her. To me, Cecile was such a charming woman that even if she were to go to a nightclub, she wouldn’t be subjected to a serious check.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, it’s a relief. That I’m in Hans’ house and not the Chief’s.’
    

    
      There was a saying that you could only experience the true taste of alcohol if it was poured by a woman, even if she was a granny. I liked Hans’ house, which was filled with the fragrant aroma of a woman. Even if I had to sleep on the hard, bare ground, which made my whole body ache when I woke up in the morning.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Huuu!”
    

    
      Breathing in deeply, I finished mana channeling. I was on the cliff I had discovered a few days ago, where I could clearly see the village and the sea. Hidden from prying eyes, it was just the thing for training.
    

    
      ‘I haven’t maximized the circle yet. Seriously, what a huge amount of mana.’
    

    
      The difference between 3rd Circle and 4th Circle mana quantity was like the difference between a condo and an apartment building. Even though the environment of the Kallian Continent was flush with considerably high-density mana, I still couldn’t fill the huge circle wrapped around my waist.
    

    
      ‘I’ll have to fill it up for another fifteen days at the very least.’
    

    
      After rising to the 3rd Circle, I was able to fully charge the circle with mana in just three days, but the 4th Circle was on a different level.
    

    
      ‘The problem isn’t the mana quantity, but the skillful use of magic. It’s too dangerous to act cool and play wizard like other mages do.’
    

    
      Even though I had grown past being the orc poo Master once mocked me as and was now at the level of ogre poo, I felt that the 4th Circle wasn’t enough. Just catching a single tuna a few days ago had been a handful, so it was still too much to fight against monsters, demon beasts, and knights using Aura Blade.
    

    
      ‘I’ve gotta get stronger.’
    

    
      Clenching my teeth tightly, I realized that I had to live as if I were in a Marine Corps boot camp. Even if you were powerless like the people of Luna Village, no one in the continent would protect you. In Korea, the military and the cops were around to ensure safety, but not here.
    

    
      ‘I have to skillfully graft together magic and actual martial arts, like that guy.’
    

    
      I recalled the movements of the Chinese gangster who had left a blade sitting pretty in my belly.
    

    
      ‘Thankfully, I’ve learned how to use a sword. And with the mana breathing technique Master taught me, I can learn magic, the sword, and even summoning. Now, all that’s left is to work hard.’
    

    
      Earlier, I sought out the Chief and asked him several things about demon beasts, like the kinds of beasts, their characteristics, and even how to handle demon leather. Since the villagers tried not to leave their houses even during the day for the month while Luena’s Moon was up, the Chief spluttered on and on about his 99% false tales of heroism and demon beasts for half the day, wearing an expression of, ‘I’ve got you now.’
    

    
      It was the appearance of a new hero, one who could rival Ms. Wang Sun-nyeo, the Dreaded Snow White. The hero had also lost his teeth and was speaking with an accent that was hard to understand. Concentrating and listening to him brought me to a level of exhaustion on par with the time when Master trapped and tortured me on a magic circle.
    

    
      ‘Most demon beasts have a certain degree of tolerance to magic, and even knights using Aura Blade have to be Blade Knights at least to be able to catch them. They’re strong. And I’m still weak.’
    

    
      I coldly accepted the reality. I was the disciple of an 8th Circle archmage, but I wasn’t an archmage myself.
    

    
      
        Chiing!
      
    

    
      ‘A sword…’
    

    
      At the end of half a day of mental assault, Chief Aves gave me the sword he had used in his youth, saying that I had allowed him to taste madir again before he died. It was called a long sword. I kept recalling the phrase ‘weight of a sword’, something my instructor had told me after earning my Kumdo 2nd dan.
    

    
      ‘The sword becomes one with the mind.’
    

    
      Unlike the other styles of Kumdo that were universally known, the Swift Style Kumdo I learned was the pure, characteristic style of my people, descended from the Goguryeo period. The Swift Style Kumdo taught disciples that the sword was the mind.
    

    
      “Strength!”
    

    
      Shing! After unsheathing the sword, I forcefully cut downwards.
    

    
      “Weight!”
    

    
      Shiiiing! I slowly raised the sword again, maintaining its brimming power.
    

    
      “Speed!”
    

    
      Baam! After raising the sword, I swung it sideways with all the strength I could muster.
    

    
      ‘These three conditions are the first and last techniques of the sword. Even for flashy moves, if those three conditions aren’t met, they’re merely trickery of the eye. I’ll make all of these conditions mine!’
    

    
      I quit Taekwondo and the sword in 7th grade to immerse myself in studying so I could get into Daehan High School. And now, in this unfamiliar place called the Kallian Continent, I had to pick up the sword again to survive. Until the day I returned, surviving was my absolute, greatest priority.
    

    
      ‘You tuna, you’re all dead!’
    

    
      Unaware of my resolution, the tuna were leaping above the sea, mocking me. The day I learned how to double cast 4th Circle magic would surely be a funeral day for the tunas.
    

    
      ‘Demon beasts, just you wait. Huhu.’
    

    
      I turned my head to gaze at the splendid sight of the Zarre Mountains, which ran opposite to the sea. Until the day I returned, I had to eat and live. But I couldn’t live in poverty while eating potatoes. I needed amazing merchandise in order to live a hearty, long, and glorious life.
    

    
      “Uhahahahaha!”
    

    
      My heart was filled with the mana of the Kallian Continent. I was Kang Hyuk, a man who received extreme special training since birth, training to be able to survive no matter where he was! There was nothing to fear just because it was a different world.
    

    
      The most childish daredevil in the entire world, the only human under the sky who possessed such childish recklessness, and an archmage’s disciple from a 21st century world—was none other than me, Kang Hyuk—no, Kyre!
    

    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 10: Catching a Demon Beast
      
    

    
       
    

    
      “Stop right there, boar!”
    

    
      
        Squeaal! Squeaaaal! Thu-thu-thump! Thu-thu-thu-thu-thump!
      
    

    
      So this is what it felt like to become a master. On Earth, I suffered for half a day on top of a boulder, but now I was chasing a huge boar instead. Although I hadn’t even cast Haste magic, when I gathered mana in my feet, my body flew like an arrow.
    

    
      Then came the great chase. I went into the mountains about 2 km behind the village and struggled for a good 30 minutes. After finding a massive boar rooting things out of the ground while sunbathing, I quickly gave chase.
    

    
      ‘Why am I suffering like this just so I can test Aura Blade?!’
    

    
      It had already been over a month since I began living in Luna Village. In that month, I thought long and hard about how to survive in this world like a tenacious rubber band and return to Earth. From what I gathered from the villagers, I was able to determine that power and force were favored over the law due to the political gangsters called nobles.
    

    
      Thanks to my master flinging me to another world without warning, I was left with only my skill in magic. I knew I could only return to Earth and pursue my dream of paradise if I got stronger, so I immediately grasped the need to develop my skills.
    

    
      I dove into learning 4th Circle magic like a madman, charging my mana and practicing the sword like my life depended on it, all while sporting a full-on nosebleed. For the first time in my life, I clenched my teeth and worked on my magic and sword skills with blood pouring from my nose. With dedicated mana breathing, I filled the 4th Circle with so much mana that it undulated, and I gained the ability to double cast 4th Circle magic.
    

    
      I put special focus on training my sword skills, the Swift Sword Style I had trained in for a whole 8 years since elementary school. Although I invested considerable time and effort over a long period of time, I was only able to reach the 3rd dan. But on the day I left the dojo while at the 3rd dan, the top grandmaster of the Swift Sword came out wearing his formal garb and patted my head, saying that a genius had been born into the field of kumdo. In his opinion, I had that much talent in the sword.
    

    
      ‘Aura Blade, so that was Aura Blade, you say! Kukuku.’
    

    
      The name alone made it seem like it was something elegant. It took considerable effort at first. The knowledge I had gained from Master only covered magic, so learning the sword was a real headache. I was told I could make an Aura Blade using the new mana breathing technique Master created, but figuring out the method proved dicey. One misstep, and my mana could flood or collapse, so I had to be extremely careful.
    

    
      But not too long ago, while I was standing on the edge of a cliff during a lightning storm, I had a realization. Streaks of blue lightning rammed incessantly into the sea, like they were coiling around something, and the sight awakened an enlightenment in me.
    

    
      ‘Aura Blade…. huhuhu.’
    

    
      Even now, just thinking about it made me tingle with excitement. When I circulated the mana in my circle and slowly injected the mana into my sword, it was like connecting the sword to a power outlet. The blade began to emit blue energy. It was like sword ki—that’s what it was called in martial arts—was rippling from my hand to the world, and I imagined the sensation was similar to what my father must have felt when he took me into his arms at the maternity ward, his face runny with tears and snot.
    

    
      ‘Ahh! Even now, I’m touched.’
    

    
      When I gathered all the mana of the 4th Circle, energy wrapped the blade, glowing like a living creature and making my hand vibrate every time I injected mana. My baby, Aura Blade, came into the world with the radiance of a lighthouse in the dark night. Incredible exhilaration swept through me, and I did a sword dance like a creature possessed as the cliff winds buffeted me.
    

    
      ‘Aura Blade is the best way to attack in close quarters. Huhu.’
    

    
      It wasn’t sharp enough to cut through rocks as if they were tofu like in martial arts novels, but an Aura Blade could cut a big gouge in a sturdy boulder.
    

    
      ‘What I need is an actual battle! Boar! I’m sorry, but you’ll have to die for my sake.’
    

    
      Due to my previous bad experience with boars, the sight of the rapidly fleeing boar laying waste to the forest as it fled with its plump buttocks quivering cheekily behind it gave rise to a surge of fierce desire. I hadn’t gotten proper nutrition for a month because of my intense training, so the boar was bound to meet an untimely end. I absolutely couldn’t lose it.
    

    
      ‘Che, magic is pretty useless for hunting things that move.’
    

    
      I suddenly thought of those gamer kids who gathered in the classroom every morning talking about how mages struggled in the beginning and got stronger. I had become a 4th Circle mage, but hiding quietly and casting magic like a cowardly assassin didn’t suit my tastes. I wanted to experience that electrifying rush you get when you charge with hilt in hand, going head to head with your adversary. Since I was trying to cook up the boar with a sword instead of magic, the huge boar must have sensed something when I appeared and was now desperately running away.
    

    
      ‘This pork!’
    

    
      I was forced to cast the magic that I had saved in preparation for some unknown danger. If I kept chasing it like this, I could end up losing this level 100 boar that seemed to have unlimited stamina. The 4th Circle magic I memorized came to mind.
    

    
      ‘The most practical magic I could use in the forest is the strongest of the 4th Circle wind spells, Wind Cutter!’
    

    
      I was about 10 meters away from the fleeing boar. Wind Cutter was worth a try even if it was 20 meters away.
    

    
      ‘Pork! I’ll eat you for suurree!’ I stopped running, spread out my hands, and cast my memorized magic. “Wind Cutter!”
    

    
      Zing! For a moment, my will and mana resonated with the mana of the earth. Magic flashing with blue mana manifested in the time it took to blink.
    

    
      
        Woooooooooooooshh!
      
    

    
      Suddenly, a roar ripped through the forest like a motorbike gangster passing by on his chopper.
    

    
      “Holy shit!”
    

    
      Several blue arcs of light were somehow already shooting off like an explosion. The wind blades flew forth like arrows, shredding big, dense trees and scrub that had stubbornly blocked my way just moments ago into hundreds of pieces, blowing them away.
    

    
      “Im-Impressive!”
    

    
      I had practiced magic at my place on the cliff, but it was my first time using a memorized spell with such force. I had been careful to control my mana to avoid shocking the villagers, who were skittish and weak of heart. That said, the view I saw after resolving myself and casting that 4th Circle magic was really something else. Everything over the 20 meter expanse ahead of me had been razed to the ground.
    

    
      “S-So this is why mages get special treatment.” It was difficult to manifest magic, but its strength was in its flashiness and sheer destructive power. I was suddenly super proud of myself.
    

    
      “Geh! W-What about the boar?”
    

    
      I was nodding to myself at the satisfying spectacle I had created and contemplating my genius when I suddenly remembered the goal of my life and death struggle, Mr. Boar.
    

    
      It was gone.
    

    
      There was no big lump of boar to be found anywhere in the forest, which had been razed as clean as an asphalt road.
    

    
      I quickly ran in the direction the boar had fled.
    

    
      “Th-This is… Damn it.”
    

    
      As expected, the boar had run about 20 meters away. Like slabs of meat cut up nicely at the butcher, the ten or so parts of the boar were lying nicely amongst the fallen trees.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “I can’t see a single monster, much less a demon beast.”
    

    
      Perhaps due to their horrifying past, the villagers had refused to leave the village for the past month after the rising of Luena’s Moon. I wanted to check out some of the demon beasts they had mentioned, but only this pitiful boar was caught and sent to the other world.
    

    
      “Huhu, Cecile will probably be happy, yeah?”
    

    
      I took a few pieces of rib and leg meat from the divided boar, tied them with the tough branches of a thick tree, and headed towards the village. The villagers who ate potatoes and barley bread every day pricked my conscience.
    

    
      “Eh? There are mushrooms here?” With a happy heart, I noticed mushrooms as soon as I passed by the spot where I had first found the boar. Several brown mushrooms had been uncovered by the boar as it rooted through the ground. “Haah, they were covered by the leaves. They smell great!”
    

    
      The strong smell of the forest had overtaken my senses as soon as I stepped foot into it, so I hadn’t detected the fragrance of the mushrooms. After pushing aside the leaves, the brown,  patterned, fist-sized mushrooms gave off a sweet smell.
    

    
      “Grilled pork and mushrooms, perfect!” I would have liked a basket, but I only had the two small pockets in my clothes. I picked a few of the most tasty-looking specimens and stowed them in my pockets. “2 Nights & 3 Days, a wilderness variety show! It’d be perfect if I just invite Mr. Ho-dong.”
    

    
      
        [TN: Referring to Kang Ho-dong, who was in the popular Korean variety show, 1 Night & 2 Days.]
      
    

    
      If I were still in Korea, I would still be watching 2 Nights & 3 Days every weekend. I wanted to give the idols in it a taste of the brutal reality that I was suffering right now.
    

    
      ‘But what is this feeling?’ As I was walking towards the village with the considerably heavy meat, a chill ran down my spine, making me stop for a moment. I felt eyes on my back, like someone was watching me. ‘Am I just imagining it?’
    

    
      After my senses were refined with mana, I became capable of feeling all sorts of energies around me.
    

    
      ‘Weird…’
    

    
      Tilting my head in puzzlement, I quickened my pace. My hair was standing on end, as if I were hearing ghost stories from my childhood. It wasn’t a good feeling.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wh-What is this?”
    

    
      “Can’t you tell just from looking at it? It’s called meat, it has various nutrients, including protein and lipids, and it is an absolutely necessary food for survival.”
    

    
      “Pr-Protein? Lipids? Nutrients?” Hans blinked slowly like a cow at my Earth terminology.
    

    
      “Bro, bro, how did you know? Last night I dreamed about eating meat! Yippee! You’re my Kyre bro, the person I admire second-most, after all!”
    

    
      ‘Rascal, you finally recognize your big bro’s merit.’ I patted Deron’s head. His eyes had gone round at the sight of the meat.
    

    
      “You, you went into the forest? It’s dangerous…”
    

    
      As soon as I took the meat and entered the house, I saw Hans, who was carving wood into various goods, and Cecile. Deron ran in upon hearing the rumor that I had come into the village with meat, and now they were all staring round-eyed at the fresh boar.
    

    
      “You, who are you really? Last month you caught a madir, and now you’ve single handedly hunted a boar from the dangerous forest… were you a mercenary in the past?”
    

    
      Unable to even consider that I might be a mage, Hans suspected that I was a mere mercenary.
    

    
      “I may look like this, but at one point I was pretty amazing. Cecile, I look forward to dinner today as well.”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      I lightly sidestepped Hans’ question. ‘Ain’t she a cute thing when she’s acting shy!’ I looked affectionately at Cecile, whose face had gone red.
    

    
      “Hans, this mushroom, does it happen to be edible?” I pulled out the mushrooms I picked from the forest.
    

    
      “Geh! Th-That is!”
    

    
      “Sha-Sharif mushroom!”
    

    
      ‘What? Is it poisonous?’
    

    
      Hans and Cecile were shocked by the mushroom. “You, where did you find that?”
    

    
      “I found it in the forest, of course. The boar was eating it, so I thought they were edible and picked some, but are they poisonous?” At Hans’ shocked words, I started feeling like I had wasted my time.
    

    
      “Let’s go. Let’s hurry to the Chief!” His pupils fixed on the mushrooms, Hans dragged me excitedly along.
    

    
      ‘What, why’s he so excited over a few mushrooms. I’m hella hungry.’ Thoughts of roasted pork were dancing in my head. Just thinking about the taste of meat roasted on a hot pan with onions and mushrooms made me drool.
    

    
      “Ohhh! Dear God! Thank you!” As he went outside, Hans drew a cross and thanked God.
    

    
      I followed behind him, still holding the handful of mushrooms. ‘Do I have to give the chief’s house some meat?’
    

    
      I was, in my own way, entertaining some kind thoughts.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Aren’t, aren’t these sharif?”
    

    
      “Yes, Chief. They are definitely sharif mushrooms.”
    

    
      Upon seeing the mushrooms, Chief Aves was just as excited. “My word! A sharif mushroom this big will sell for a few Gold in an instant!”
    

    
      “We couldn’t find anything this size in the forest even 10 years ago… I didn’t think I would see a sharif mushroom again in this lifetime!”
    

    
      ‘Geh! A few Gold?' After hearing that the mushrooms the boar had been idly eating as a snack could sell for several Gold, gold coins sprang naturally to my mind. The village was so poor that I hadn’t been able to see a single gold coin, so the word “Gold” was not without weight.
    

    
      “How much Gold did you say this will sell for?” I asked.
    

    
      “You, where did you find these?”
    

    
      “In the forest, of course. It wasn’t just one or two, but easily several hundred…”
    

    
      “Several hundred?!”
    

    
      A rough glance had told me as much.
    

    
      ‘Wow! What the hell is this place?’ There were the fish, which netted a few gold each, and even the mushrooms. My mind worked quickly. ‘I can’t go out into the world empty handed, can I? I’ll need magic crystal dust to practice magic circles, and I don’t have a staff… I’ll also need to buy a sturdy sword.’ There were more than a few uses for money.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, I’ll catch some tuna and pick some mushrooms and I’ll be set.’ The villagers were scared so they couldn’t go in, but I wasn’t afraid of the forest at all.
    

    
      “Besides these mushrooms, are there perhaps other things that sell well?” Information was money.
    

    
      “Since long ago, our village was famous for sharif mushrooms. Even the soldiers weren’t able to go deep into the forest because of the demon beasts, so we were only able to eke a living off so-so sharif mushrooms and the madir we occasionally caught. Besides the sharif mushroom, there’s also the rudi mushroom, which survives on tree sap. As well as puiden, which mages use in their research, and various herbs, like casol—there are quite a few valuable goods to be found in the forest.”
    

    
      ‘I won’t have to be greedy. They said the madir wouldn’t leave the waters by the village for another two months, and I only need a basket for the mushrooms. Kuku.’ I could catch a pheasant, get its eggs, use its feathers for quills, and sweep the floor for money. That was exactly how I felt right now.
    

    
      “D-Do you think that the villagers could go with you tomorrow?” asked the Chief carefully.
    

    
      For nearly a month, the Chief had been sighing while looking at the harvested grains. With less farmable land, it seemed that the harvest was insufficient for paying the taxes and buying potions afterwards.
    

    
      “But Chief, won’t it be too dangerous? Young Kyre was able to return safely from the forest thanks to the Goddess of Fortune, but something bad will happen if he takes the villagers, too,” said Hans, putting the brakes on the chief’s words.
    

    
      “Sigh, I know. But what else can we do? I have to go to the castle in a few days to pay the taxes, but all we have are potatoes and barley… If we can’t pay our taxes and buy at least ten potions this time, all our villagers will have to become serfs next year.”
    

    
      Apparently, eking out a living was a pain in the ass whether you were here or in the 21st century. Those who had the means could spend and spend, but the commoners at the bottom had to break their backs every day to live.
    

    
      ‘Whatever, it’s not gonna cost me, so I might as well help them.’
    

    
      In any case, I wanted to go out into the world before winter came. I needed to see the wide world in order to earn the enlightenment that hadn’t come after the 4th Circle.
    

    
      “It could be dangerous if the villagers come with me, so I’ll go alone.”
    

    
      “Alone? No. I know there’s something about you that’s quite reliable, but the month of Luena’s rising moon is dangerous,” said Chief Aves, talking me out of it while shaking his hand.
    

    
      “Going alone is more comfortable for me. And you need to go quite a ways to find the sharif mushrooms. The villagers will get hurt for no reason if we run into a monster or something.”
    

    
      “Even so…” The Chief weighed the taxes with my safety.
    

    
      “Chief, it’s said that those who believe shall be rewarded,” I said, filling my eyes with unwavering conviction. I was uneasy because if I went with the villagers, the skills that I didn’t yet want known would come to light.
    

    
      “Will you be alright?” Making an apologetic face, he reaffirmed whether or not I would be okay, looking as if he would follow me if he were only ten years younger.
    

    
      “Haha! Just believe in me. Tomorrow, I’ll pick more than enough sharif mushrooms to have money left over even after paying the taxes.”
    

    
      I puffed out my chest and laughed heartily.
    

    

    
      “The pretty Cecile sure is kind~ lala~ lalala~”
    

    
      Praise about Cecile was bursting out of me all on its own. The moment we returned from the Chief’s house, I found out that the kind chef Cecile had prepared easy-to-eat meat stew and grilled pork. On top of that, she put aside the meat we would be eating and shared a hunk of meat with the villagers who were hovering around.
    

    
      Then, morning came around. I walked into the forest with a huge basket half my size strapped to my back.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, who would’ve thought sharif mushrooms would taste like that!’ The sharif mushrooms had the fragrance and chewiness of the Gangwondo matsutake mushrooms I’d eaten at some point. At my vehement question of how much Gold a single one would sell for, I was able to eat a sharif mushroom, a delicacy eaten by nobles, grilled with the pork. ‘Kyaa, that would’ve been heaven with a glass of alcohol.’
    

    
      Even now, I found that moment regrettable. Perhaps because the village was so devastatingly poor, they didn’t have the barley or wheat to make beer. They probably couldn’t waste what little they had on drinks when it was difficult enough to get by.
    

    
      ‘I’d better buy some alcohol when I go to the castle.’
    

    
      I might be a minor in Korea, but here, I was treated like a capable adult. How could I forget the taste of the liquor I had occasionally stolen sips of from my father? Various pleasurable thoughts went through my head as I strolled into the forest.
    

    
      
        Zing.
      
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      Suddenly, I felt a subtle sharpness. I kept my guard up while on the move. After getting stabbed by the Triad gangster, I had taken up a creed of constant vigilance, so I heightened my senses and prepared for a monster or a demon beast.
    

    
      ‘Something’s there.’ I wasn’t sure yesterday, but today, I was certain that something was watching me from somewhere. ‘Is it a monster? Or a demon beast….?’
    

    
      Even knights wielding Aura Blade had a hard time facing demon beasts. I had long since wanted to meet one to check my skills, so although I was on edge, I didn’t feel a hint of fear.
    

    
      ‘It’s clever.’ Once I tensed up, the creature hid its presence, as if it were suggesting that we play hide and seek. ‘I’ll wait. There’s no hurry.’
    

    
      I had as much time as I wanted, after all. With an easy-going attitude, I slowly moved to the sharif mushrooms’ location. In my hand was a sword and in my head were thoughts of the spells I had prepared for combat…
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Arrow!”
    

    
      
        Wham!
      
    

    
      “Huhu, magic sure is convenient.” Hit by my Arrow magic, a mushroom the size of a watermelon fell cleanly to the ground. Even without using Fly or Levitation, I could pick the rudi mushrooms at least 10 meters above the ground. “Don’t sanghwang mushrooms look like this?”
    

    
      
        [TN: Sanghwang mushrooms, or Phellinus linteus, are medicinal fungi used in Asian countries.]
      
    

    
      Without looking carefully, the rudi mushrooms couldn’t be distinguished from the tree. They looked like the sanghwang mushrooms that my father had back at home in jars of alcohol.
    

    
      “They’re 100% natural and they’ve even grown up sucking the life force from these trees, so they’d probably be pretty good medicine, eh?”
    

    
      In Seoul, there was no chance for me to consume tonics. My parents, on the other hand, used their age as an excuse to regularly eat red ginseng and natural Korean honey. But to me, they said ridiculous things like how at my age, one could eat through steel (was I some sort of a circusman?) and gave me normal food.
    

    
      ‘I’ve struck the jackpot today.’
    

    
      I picked the leftover sharif mushrooms the boar had been eating. They took up a considerable amount of space. I also packed up the other mushrooms that looked valuable, including the rudi mushrooms.
    

    
      “Eh? There’s a path here?” After struggling on the mountain for some time and filling up my basket, I discovered a small path. “Geh! Th-This is?”
    

    
      In the brief moment while I was staring at the path and thinking, a metallic reek hit me. “The smell of blood!”
    

    
      The unforgettable smell you could experience during a full-on nosebleed, the smell of blood, washed over me.
    

    
      I quickly roused myself. An ominous thought came to my mind. ‘With this level of smell, it’s gotta be…’ A lot of blood had to be spilled for the smell to cut through the forest’s odors.
    

    
      Activating my mana, I quickly moved along the path. Then, I was forced to stop at the sight that soon appeared before me.
    

    
      “…..”
    

    
      The enormous forest opened up to a clearing atop a rather large ridge. Wooden houses and fences were clustered together.
    

    
      “O-Orcs!” I was meeting the race of monsters for the first time, but I had seen them so often in fantasy novels and movies that I could recognize them at first sight. They were all lying down. The corpses of a hundred or so orcs were scattered around the huts and fences.
    

    
      ‘They died without being able to put up a fight!’
    

    
      The orcs were clearly short, but looked sturdy. Despite having spears, swords, and even shields like humans did, the orcs had all perished, spilling their blue blood. And each orc had one wound each, as if they had been killed one at a time.
    

    
      
        Swoooooosh.
      
    

    
      It was then that I felt a single breeze. All the hairs on my body bristled up. Even without turning around to look, I felt an unfamiliar fear.
    

    
      ‘Demon beast!’
    

    
      It was the creature.
    

    
      
        Thump, thump.
      
    

    
      My heart raced. Behind me was an aura so sharp it couldn’t be compared to when I met the Triad gangsters.
    

    
      I slowly turned.
    

    
      “… Ah!”
    

    
      A low groan escaped me. Exactly 15 meters away from me was a panther-like animal with golden stripes. But unlike a panther, the protruding fangs looked sharp enough to send most things to the netherworld with a single strike.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      
        GROOOWL!
      
    

    
      ‘This guy killed them.’
    

    
      This was the culprit that had torn a hundred orcs to shreds. I didn’t know what it was called, but its body, which was well over 3 meters long, was smeared all over with blue orc blood.
    

    
      “Hi! We’re meeting for the first time, aren’t we, friend? Hahaha!”
    

    
      There was no better cure for fear than laughter. I put the basket on the ground since it would get in the way of battle and grasped my sword with both hands.
    

    
      ‘Its hide is tough enough to block Aura Blade and most magic, huh?’
    

    
      According to the chief, who had hunted a demon beast with knights when he was young, the hide of a beast was tough and sturdy enough to simply deflect low circle magic and weak Aura Blades.
    

    
      
        Shiiing.
      
    

    
      ‘Those claws are no joke.’ It was clearly also entering battle mode, because long black claws extended like retractable cat claws. ‘Most people’s hearts would freeze just seeing that.’
    

    
      Now I could understand why the villagers were so afraid of demon beasts.
    

    
      ‘Its savageness is no joke.’ It seemed like wild creatures actually did get stronger during Luena’s Moon, the nasty season of the black moon that agitated the blood of demon beasts and monsters.
    

    
      Grooowl! The beast's eyes glowed bright red.
    

    
      Bam! Suddenly, it disappeared from my view.
    

    
      “Ah! Air Shield!”
    

    
      
        CRASH!
      
    

    
      I cast the fast-activating shield magic the same time it disappeared, and the beast's claws plunged into the Air Shield just as it began to form.
    

    
      ‘I-It’s fast!’
    

    
      It had incredible mobility unbefitting its size, like a Porsche engine on a Tico.
    

    
      
        [TN: A Tico is a Korean car manufactured by Daewoo. It’s a pretty bulky car.]
      
    

    
      
        Cruunch! Crack! Crack!
      
    

    
      ‘Geh, why you—!!' The beast was tearing the almost complete Air Shield with its sharp claws, bringing the shield to near breaking point.
    

    
      “Take this!”
    

    
      I would be a bonehead to just sit there and watch the shield shatter. I drew mana into the sword as I forcefully thrust towards the beast’s stomach.
    

    
      
        CLANG!
      
    

    
      ‘HOSHIT! W-What the hell!’
    

    
      I knew it was monstrous, but I didn’t know it would be THIS strong. The beast blocked the Aura Blade with all my strength behind it, using its claws. But the problem wasn’t that it successfully blocked my attack, but that the demon beast's claws were like steel, and that I only had one sword while the creature had four claws to a paw.
    

    
      
        CRACK!
      
    

    
      The shield shattered, and with a shiing, the beast's black, steely claws came flying towards me the next moment.
    

    
      “Hya!” Drawing back my sword, I ducked and made a horizontal cut towards the beast’s belly.
    

    
      Leap! But the golden panther, showing great jumping ability, leapt backwards, withdrawing like a phantom with an afterimage.
    

    
      ‘Hng, won’t this be a bitch with the 4th Circle?’
    

    
      Unlike the confidence I’d had when entering the forest, I was now struck with a sense of crisis.
    

    
      
        GROOWWWL!
      
    

    
      As if unhappy with what I had caused it to suffer just moments before, the beast growled as it licked its paw. This wouldn’t end easily.
    

    
      ‘It’s already almost evening. If the moon rises… it’ll be dangerous.’
    

    
      Luena’s Moon had become visible a month ago. The black-colored moon loomed next to a silver moon that hung in the sky like a silver platter. Its moonlight gave off such an eerie feeling that simply looking at it made you tremble. That was the moon would soon rise. I had gone quite deep into the forest while gathering mushrooms and hadn’t noticed the time.
    

    
      
        Shiiiiiing!
      
    

    
      The beast didn’t even need the moon to rise. The impatient beast flung out its four paws and once again drew close.
    

    
      “Hold!” I cast the 3rd Circle Hold magic I had memorized.
    

    
      As was appropriate for a Hold cast by a 4th Circle mage, it quickly took effect. The demon beast's body flinched for a moment.
    

    
      ‘A chance!’
    

    
      It was a clever bastard, but it was clueless about me. The moment its body was frozen in midair by an invisible spell, I drew mana and strength into my sword and thrust with all my might towards its stomach.
    

    
      With a squelching sound, I felt the sword sinking in deeply. The sensation in my hand was so forceful that I got goosebumps.
    

    
      
        GRAAAAWR!
      
    

    
      
        SHIING.
      
    

    
      ‘Gah!’
    

    
      But the bastard didn’t die from something trivial like getting stabbed in the stomach. A huge roar burst from its maw and a claw swung towards my head.
    

    
      “Haa!” I shouted loudly while flailing like a windmill to dodge backwards.
    

    
      ‘That was close!’ It was great that the Aura Bladed sword had embedded itself deeply in the beast’s stomach, but it seemed like the bastard’s vitality was greater than that of a troll, something I’d only heard of.
    

    
      ROOAAAR! Frustrated that its attack hadn’t gone as planned, the beast roared into the sky.
    

    
      ‘I see, that’s it!’
    

    
      I had lost my sword, but opportunity came hand in hand with crisis. A spell flashed into my head.
    

    
      Zooom! Beside itself with frustration, the beast flung itself forward despite having been stabbed in the belly.
    

    
      “LIGHTNING!” A magic incantation resounded in the air.
    

    
      The beast's hide was resistant to magic, but its insides probably weren’t.
    

    
      
        ZZZZZZZZZZZTTT!
      
    

    
      Lightning magic arced towards the beast's stomach as it flew in mid air towards me.
    

    
      
        Yelp! Yelp yelp yelp yelp!
      
    

    
      ‘Eh? Why does it sound like a dog?’
    

    
      No matter how much pain it was in, a panther shouldn’t make sounds like a dog. Having been hit in the stomach with lightning, the demon beast fell to the ground and cried without any dignity like a plaintive mutt.
    

    
      
        Flail! Flaaaail!
      
    

    
      But even that was short lived. After frothing at the mouth and seizing violently, the golden panther that was called a demon beast lost its will to live and the light went out of its eyes.
    

    
      I tried poking it with my foot, but it was just a big, motionless lump of flesh.
    

    
      “UHAHAHAHAHA! I’m a magic genius after all!”
    

    
      Having confirmed that the demon beast had completely crossed the river Styx, a cheer burst out of me. No matter how you thought of it, this was a perfect magic combo. Who in the world could rise to the 4th Circle after less than one year of learning magic? Even Master wouldn’t have been able to do it if he had come here wearing just his panties.
    

    
      “Lala~ I’ve made money~ I made money~”
    

    
      It was said that a demon beast couldn’t be skinned with a regular knife—it could only be done safely with Aura Blade.
    

    
      “Shall I try making some money now?” I licked my lips as I approached the body of the beast whose soul was probably already sobbing at the gates of hell. “I guess people leave insurance money when they die and demon beasts leave behind lotteries when they die!”
    

    
      Delight filled my heart. Confirming once again that the heavens rewarded those who worked hard, I busied my hands. I wanted to quickly share this happy news with Cecile, Hans, and the Chief who were probably all waiting anxiously for me back at the village.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 11: The Rubis Merchants
      
    

    

    
      “Who are they?”
    

    
      Yesterday, the village held a festival after seeing the various mushrooms and grasses I had harvested. Knowing they didn’t have to rely on potatoes and wheat—their village’s lifeline—to pay the tax made smiles bloom on the villagers’ faces for the first time in a while. However, I didn’t show the villagers the demon beast hide. Seeing as I wandered the forest alone, they were already curious about my identity, so they would definitely be wary of me if I were to show them the hide as well.
    

    
      “Are they merchants?”
    

    
      I was dwelling on the battle with the demonic beast while practicing my insufficient sword skills atop the cliff, where I could see in every direction, when a line of carriages and people approached the village. A rough look at the twenty plus carriages and fifty or so armed people made me think they were merchants and mercenaries.
    

    
      “The merchants are coming!” A villager who was on lookout on top of the village barricade alerted the arrival of merchants.
    

    
      ‘Oh-ho, the merchants, you say?’
    

    
      Something I’d only seen in novels—this world’s merchants! I was pretty curious.
    

    
      “I’ve finished what I needed to do today, so shall I go and watch?”
    

    
      Unlike the simple villagers, the merchants and mercenaries knew more about the vast world. I needed to get ready to go out into the world, so I welcomed their arrival.
    

    
      “Dry nicely even if I’m not here~!” 
    

    
      I was told that leather had to be dried in the shade, so I was drying the golden panther hide under a small overhang atop the cliff. The villagers couldn’t come this far; surprisingly enough, even the bugs vanished the moment I brought the demon beast hide here, leaving the place deserted. It was clear evidence that the beast’s habitual killing had been rather terrible indeed.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * * 
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘The mercenaries aren’t allowed in the village, huh.’
    

    
      After climbing down the cliff, I saw dozens of tough-looking mercenaries who had come as the merchants’ escort sitting comfortably in front of the village barricade. They scrutinized me as I tried to enter the village with a sword on my hip. 
    

    
      “Hey, kiddo.”
    

    
      ‘Hey? K-kiddo?’
    

    
      The carriages the merchants brought were mostly empty. Now that they were done guarding those empty carriages, some of the mercenaries must have been bored because the few who were close by called to stop me. They dared to lose their sense of fear. 
    

    
      “Bros, what’s up?”
    

    
      Only those who spoke politely would be spoken to with the same courtesy.
    

    
      “Bros? Puhahahaha!” 
    

    
      “Kuhahaha!”
    

    
      Most of the mercenaries were wearing worm-shaped scars on their faces and bodies like medals of honor. They must have found my provocation funny, because they were busy laughing, revealing yellowed teeth.
    

    
      ‘Should I give these guys a taste of fire?’
    

    
      You could tell just by looking at them that they were third-rate mercenaries who didn’t have a hint of mana—only their thick skulls and idiotic strength. If I wanted to, I could probably take care of them in the time it took to eat a meal.
    

    
      “You, do you know how to use that sword?” There was a decent-looking fellow among the mercenaries. A man in his mid-thirties approached me, gesturing at my sword with his eyes.
    

    
      “Can’t you tell just by looking?” I didn’t like how the mercenaries were treating me, so I responded flatly. As someone who lived proudly and unrestrained in the world, of course I felt offended when these inept mercenaries were provoking me.
    

    
      “You’re quite the irritable young man, aren’t you. How about it? Instead of staying in this backcountry, why don’t you join our mercenary group? You look to be pretty fit, and you’ve got a good look in your eye.”
    

    
      ‘What? I-is this the rumored street recruiting?’ 
    

    
      
        [TN: In Korea, people sometimes get recruited into idol groups or acting gigs by agents prowling the streets.]
      
    

    
      The man was suddenly offering me to join the mercenaries. Considering the earnest look in his eyes, it didn’t seem to be a joke.
    

    
      “Leader, when will we have the time to take care of a kid like him?” 
    

    
      “The Black Wyvern Mercenaries might be treated like a third-rate group, but taking in a child is...”
    

    
      ‘The Black Wyvern Mercenaries? You guys?’
    

    
      Just by looking at them, it was clear that their name, The Black Wyvern Mercenaries, was an exaggeration.
    

    
      “No thanks.” 
    

    
      “You don’t want to? Wouldn't it be better to live like a real man as a mercenary rather than just farming in a backcountry like this and then dying one day?”
    

    
      “It doesn’t sound that attractive to me. Just look at that big-bellied mister over there.” I pointed at the mercenary who had been the first to ruffle my feathers.
    

    
      “Gahahahaha! Ron, he says he doesn’t like your potbelly.”
    

    
      “Kekeke, for the great Ron to be insulted by a kiddo! Don’t eat anything from now on. The food is wasted on you~!”
    

    
      They must have been rather bored, because the mercenaries enjoyed making fun of Ron.
    

    
      “This… this kiddo!”
    

    
      If he weren’t such an ignoramus, Ron would not have been so enraged by a little teasing. The big mercenary—whose belly jiggled as he walked—was holding a simple axe, from which I could feel an imposing air.
    

    
      “Mister Belly.” Snickering, I teased Ron, whose eyes were as wide as a cow’s.
    

    
      “Why you little kiddo with no manners!”
    

    
      Ron was all hot air—he wasn’t as violent-natured as I had thought.
    

    
      “Watch your step at night.”
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      I turned around and headed towards the village walls, ignoring Ron, who had frozen at my quiet warning.
    

    
      “Hahahahahaha!” 
    

    
      “Oh my god! Oh god, I’m—I’m dying! Kahahahaha!” 
    

    
      I could hear the stream of the mercenaries’ deep-bellied laughter from behind me. Even if these third-rate mercenaries were to grab me by the pants and beg me to become a mercenary, I might just barely consider it. The way they acted was third-rate too.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * * 
    

    
        
    

    
      ‘All the villagers have gathered.’
    

    
      There was only one reason for merchants and mercenaries to have come all the way here—it was to sell something. The people who looked like merchants were talking to the villagers, including the chief, at an empty lot in the village.
    

    
      “You... you won’t sell your grain? Village chief, please say it again.”
    

    
      “Harrumph, why are you making me repeat myself. This year, we don’t have enough grain to pass over to you merchants.”
    

    
      The village chief was believing in the mushrooms and acting bold. He clasped his hands behind his back and feigned indifference.
    

    
      “But what is our company supposed to do, then? We used 10 Gold to hire those mercenaries.”
    

    
      “That’s not our problem. Last year, you wheedled the prices down so low that we were forced to sell our remaining cow, and even the donkey, in order to pay the taxes. But to say that you’ll maintain those prices this year as well... I don’t have to say any more.”
    

    
      ‘Oi, are these guys those wicked Daron Merchants?’
    

    
      The evil Daron Merchants had made the kind Hans spout curses when he had mentioned them with the taxes. Ten years ago, after the monster invasion, they had apparently taken advantage of the fact that other merchant groups didn’t come this far out and had continually lowered the prices. Moreover, whenever the village sold to the Daron Merchants, the merchants would buy at their price and pay the village tax for them at the viscounty. With that, there would be no need to take the potatoes and grain and sell them separately.
    

    
      However, the problem was their excessive profiteering. After a certain point, they began to buy the precious grain at ridiculous prices, forcing the villagers to sell even the grain they had starved to save.
    

    
      ‘When they were talking about the official merchants who stole from the poor citizens in the Joseon era, they were talking about these guys.’
    

    
      You could tell with a single glance that these round, fattened merchants were cunning as hell.
    

    
      “I don’t know what you’re believing in to do such a thing... You will be in trouble if you do this, you know? If you do not pay the taxes by the end of the month, everyone will be sold into slavery... Huhuhu.”
    

    
      The guy that seemed to be the merchants’ boss was slowly revealing his true colors. His balding head, glistening oily face and beady eyes so small you couldn’t see them made him look like the model specimen of an evil merchant.
    

    
      “Hmph! It’s fine as long as we pay the tax!”
    

    
      As if to prove that he had really lived a fairly rough life when he was young, Chief Aves showed off his guts. Unlike the other villagers, who were looking on with uncertain expressions, the chief was emanating an aura of utter confidence.
    

    
      “This is your last chance! Will you really not sell your wheat or potatoes? Keep in mind that no merchant group will come all this way after we leave today!” Despite being flustered, the merchant didn’t forget to spit out one last threat.
    

    
      “Do as you wish. The negotiations have broken down, so please get out. Captain Jacob, our guests wish to leave, so please politely escort them to the exit.”
    

    
      “Yes, Chief!” shouted Mister Jacob, the tall captain of the village militia.
    

    
      ‘Pretty cool~!’
    

    
      As if venting the injustices he had suffered from the merchants all this time, the Chief was going out fists akimbo. 
    

    
      “J-just wait and see!”
    

    
      Cowed by the approaching armed militiamen, the merchants rapidly went out and disappeared, shouting ‘just wait and see!’
    

    
      ‘Even an onlooker like me feels refreshed.’
    

    
      The merchants, whose names I didn’t know, had turned tail and left behind vicious words. I had the feeling that this wouldn’t be the end, but I didn’t worry too much.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, tomorrow is finally the day.’
    

    
      Hans and I planned to leave for the viscount’s castle to go pay the tax—a two-day trip on foot.
    

    
      The merchants left, their carriages rattling. After coming with empty pockets, they left with still-empty pockets.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * * 
    

    
        
    

    
      “We’ve arrived. That over there is Fiore Castle where the Lord resides.”
    

    
      Before me stood the territory’s castle, which had taken two days of walking to reach. Hans and I had arrived at the castle with the mushrooms we planned to use for the tax, two blankets and a few simple things to eat. In the past, the villagers would have needed at least twenty armed villagers to get here, but no one doubted my skills, so I was able to come here no problem with just Hans.
    

    
      ‘Impressive!’
    

    
      The sturdy castle had been built with large stones even without a crane or other construction tools. Despite being the castle of a rural lord, it looked like a typical medieval castle—towering at least 7 meters high with several watchtowers. 
    

    
      “Kyre, watch what you say while we’re here. If commoners like us say something wrong, we could be killed right away,” warned Hans, who was more cowardly than his bulk suggested.
    

    
      ‘Commoner... Haah, I’m a commoner, huh.’
    

    
      This world’s civilization was completely different from the 21st century’s. I was once again rendered speechless by the realization that I was a commoner.
    

    
      “Let’s go in.”
    

    
      The castle was bigger than the Eastern European ones I had seen on the school trip. Squeezing through the countless people coming and going, Hans and I managed to reach the front of the castle gate. 
    

    
      “Halt! Where are you from?”
    

    
      Dozens of archers with bows, alongside armed soldiers, were on the lookout atop the castle wall; in front of the gate were around ten soldiers who were screening the people coming and going for anyone suspicious.
    

    
      “Thank you for your hard work. We are people from Luna Village and have come to pay the taxes.”
    

    
      “Luna Village? Ah! You mean that village that burned down ten years ago.”
    

    
      I was itching to meet those people who were called true knights, but the people in front of the castle gate were normal soldiers with chainmail and halberd-like polearms. The one that looked like the senior among them was talking to Hans.
    

    
      “Here, this is our village identification token.” Hans offered the identification token that represented Luna Village.
    

    
      “It’s fine. You may enter.”
    

    
      Looking at the round token in Han’s hand with a look of annoyance, the soldier permitted our entrance. Because quite a lot of people were coming and going, they couldn’t hold just us back.
    

    
      ‘That armor is sick!’
    

    
      It was ordinary armor worn by regular soldiers who weren’t even knights, but the well-oiled armor sparkled in the sun, inspiring a burst of admiration from me.
    

    
      “Wait!”
    

    
      The moment I was about to follow Hans into the castle while admiring the armor, one soldier called us. 
    

    
      “Wh-what is the matter?” asked Hans hurriedly with the typical mannerism of a normal commoner.
    

    
      “Is he also one of your villagers? Black hair is quite a rare sight...”
    

    
      The soldier closely examined my face, which had become as rough as a hillbilly’s after these last few months of sun.
    

    
      “That—that is...” stammered Hans, true to his honest personality that couldn’t tell a lie.
    

    
      “Haha, you have worked hard. I should have greeted you all earlier, but I was unable to open my mouth because you all looked so outstanding. My name is Kyre,” I greeted politely with a smiling face. 
    

    
      ‘Dammit, to think I have to lower my head to run-of-the-mill soldiers that aren’t even the lord!’ 
    

    
      In this world, status determined everything. As a person who had only reached the level of a commoner, I was forced to experience what it felt like to be at the very bottom.
    

    
      “Kyre? A good name. Alright. You may pass.”
    

    
      As per the saying ‘don’t spit on a smiling face’, the soldier nodded at my courteous words and let me pass.
    

    
      ‘Over here, it’s not money that counts, but status alone! I should at least become a knight.’
    

    
      It wasn’t even some kind of license you could get, but I’ve decided to become a knight. I couldn’t keep living while bowing and scraping the floor like a eunuch with this commoner status.
    

    
      “Thank you for your hard work, sirs,” I shouted loudly as I dragged Hans along, the mushrooms strapped to his back.
    

    
      ‘This is no good. If I just leave things to Hans, we’ll be thrown into prison without even being able to pay the taxes.’
    

    
      In the village, Hans was the reliable, kind and simple farmer; in a city like this, I couldn’t leave things to him. His clumsy appearance was just like a runaway teen who had just arrived in Seoul.
    

    
      “Hans, let’s go.”
    

    
      “Yeah, o-okay.”
    

    
      Dragged by my hand, Hans moved along.
    

    
      Thus, I was able to enter a castle from Master’s hometown, the Kallian Continent, for the first time.
    

    

    
      
         * * * 
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      ‘This is a place where merchants gather, right?’
    

    
      In the village, only the Chief and a few others had visited the castle. Hans was one of them, but because it had been such a long time, he couldn’t gather his bearings once we entered. In particular, he was quick to lose his wits as soon as he saw the middle-aged ladies shaking their voluminous butts.
    

    
      ‘I’m gonna go nuts.’
    

    
      How could someone like him possibly sell the mushrooms, pay the taxes and acquire the necessary items for the village? I could only shake my head at the Chief’s inability to have a single shred of foresight. 
    

    
      “Hans...”
    

    
      “Huh? What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “Wipe your drool.”
    

    
      “S-sorry. It’s been such a long time since I’ve been here that I’m completely out of it.”
    

    
      More specifically, it wasn’t because it had been a long time, but because he was spirited away by the sight of those middle-aged ladies wearing rather clean and flashy clothes.
    

    
      “We’re selling the mushrooms now. Please don’t say a thing and just stay still next to me.”
    

    
      “You will? Alright.” Perhaps aware of his own condition, Hans meekly nodded. At least he listened well.
    

    
      “Please take out one mushroom.”
    

    
      “Why? Y-you aren’t selling it here, are you?”
    

    
      As soon as we passed the castle gates, I saw various stores. Ringing with the sounds of hammering, the expansive street was filled with shops that sold clothes, food and other goods necessary for daily life. This was the perfect place to sell something.
    

    
      ‘I can’t trust the merchants here. So there’s only one way—a price war.’
    

    
      From what I’ve heard, sharif mushrooms were precious goods that couldn’t be easily acquired. In particular, the ones we brought were top-grade. As the seller, there was nothing to regret about these goods.
    

    
      ‘It would have been better if the castle was a bit bigger, but this is good enough.’
    

    
      “Ahem, ahem!” I organized my thoughts and cleared my voice. “Alright! They’re here, they’re here! This is a rare opportunity that doesn’t come every day! Sharif mushrooms of the highest grade, picked fresh from Luna Village, where the water runs clear and the air is clean!”
    

    
      I stood on a leg-high boulder and bellowed like I had seen often in dramas.
    

    
      “Sh-sharif mushrooms?”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      The people about to pass had been staring at me like I was crazy at first, but at the mention of ‘sharif mushrooms’, their eyes grew wide with surprise.
    

    
      “Wh-where—sharif mushrooms?!”
    

    
      “OH! They really are top-grade!”
    

    
      As soon as I drew out the round, grey mushroom the size of an adult’s fist I had gotten from Hans, people gathered with excited exclamations.
    

    
      “Kyaa, the fragrance is so intense!”
    

    
      “My goodness, how very desirable.”
    

    
      From what the villagers said, sharif mushrooms could only be enjoyed by the nobility because of their amazing fragrance and taste. The gathered crowd licked their lips at the fragrance emitted by the luxurious sharif mushrooms.
    

    
      ‘Today, we brought a total of 70 sharif mushrooms. Even if we earn just 2 Gold per piece... Huhuhu.’ 
    

    
      There probably weren’t many within the crowd who could buy a sharif mushroom. However, seeing as several people ran off like flames were lit under their butts after checking the mushroom in my hand, I was sure that the real customers would soon come calling.
    

    
      “These are precious sharif mushrooms that you never know when you will be able to taste. As these sharif mushrooms are top-quality, the auction starts at 2 Gold per mushroom. This isn’t your everyday occurrence, so I hope you won’t miss out on this good opportunity, everyone!”
    

    
      “T-two Gold!”
    

    
      “It’s cheap! At that price, you could fill your stomach with it...”
    

    
      Just like how matsutake mushrooms were treated as valuable in Korea, here, people knew the value of sharif mushrooms. Everything was progressing as smoothly as I had hoped.
    

    
      ‘Ara? Those guys are—?’
    

    
      People wearing merchant clothes—not commoners—came hurriedly running to where I was. Among them were the all-too-familiar Daron Merchants. After disappearing from the village as if fleeing, at some point, they had come to the castle.
    

    
      ‘Have a taste of frustration today! Kuku.’ 
    

    
      An evil thought came to mind. The sharif mushroom in my hand was an item that merchants could not easily acquire with money alone. I had easily discovered them, but actually, sharif mushrooms weren’t supposed to be mushrooms that you could find so easily.
    

    
      Not only that, but apparently, sharif mushrooms picked on the rising of Luena’s moon—which brought everyone’s movements to a grinding halt—were the cream of the crop.
    

    
      “These are sharif mushrooms gathered by risking one’s life to go into the mountains during Luena’s moon! It seems that everyone has gathered, so we will go right into the auctioning! As a commemoration, the sharif mushroom in my hand will start at 1 Gold!”
    

    
      After around ten merchants that gave off the stench of money gathered, I added oil to the flame and boosted the desirability of the sharif mushroom. 
    

    
      ‘Ah, this is why domestic education is so important!’
    

    
      From the moment I entered middle school, my parents would sometimes give me a survival mission. Saying that there was a possibility that they could die from an unfortunate accident, I was made to take the kimbap made by my mother and sell them at subway entrances or the airport.
    

    
      And it wasn’t just kimbap, either. I sometimes had to take the things we didn’t need at home, change it to cash and contribute to the family. As a result of such missions, I rose to a level where I could easily lure in these merchants.
    

    
      “I’ll buy it for 2 Gold!”
    

    
      ‘Woot! Good start!’
    

    
      One of the merchants in the mixed crowd yelled out 2 Gold.
    

    
      “3 Gold! I’ll buy it!”
    

    
      “4 Gold! Please sell it to me!”
    

    
      The start wasn’t the problem. The merchants were going crazy, shouting 1 Gold higher than the prices given by others.
    

    
      ‘Was 1 Gold really such a worthless amount?’
    

    
      From what I heard, 1 Gold was enough to feed a regular family until they were full for a month. That was a considerable amount even with a rough calculation, but it seemed these merchants didn’t see money as money.
    

    
      “7 Gold! I’ll buy!”
    

    
      Even as I sank into speculation, a familiar person’s cry rang out.
    

    
      ‘Jerk, let’s see you get mad this time.’
    

    
      “Sold! This one goes to the merchant sir over there for 4 Gold!”
    

    
      “Wh-what!”
    

    
      “Cough!”
    

    
      At my words, the triumphant Daron Merchant Group’s fat merchant stiffened in a manner that sure was nice to see.
    

    
      “Please do not worry~! We have a lot in stock! Once you are successful with a bid, please give the money to this person here and come find your wares!”
    

    
      Three Gold was wasted, but I thought of it as a fee to see the twisted face of this evil merchant.
    

    
      “Next item!” As I spoke, Hans took out another mushroom. “From now on, they will be sold in bundles of ten!”
    

    
      Who was it that said the sale was at the whim of the seller?
    

    
      “Alright! Ten top-grade sharif mushrooms begin at 20 Gold!” 
    

    
      “25 Gold!”
    

    
      “30 Gold!”
    

    
      “35 Gold!”
    

    
      Their eyes rolling back at the very reasonable price I started off with, the merchants frothed at the mouths again and shot their fingers up.
    

    
      “7-70 Gold!” For some reason, the pig Daron merchant would always call at least 7 Gold per piece.
    

    
      “Is there anyone there! I will sell ten for 50 Gold!”
    

    
      “50 Gold! I’ll buyout!”
    

    
      As I feigned deafness at the Daron merchant and sought a different buyer, a quick merchant cried out 50 Gold.
    

    
      “Sold! Ten mushrooms to the thin person over there!”
    

    
      “You bastard!”
    

    
      ‘Ara? This guy—?’
    

    
      He must have been angered, because the fatty Daron merchant pointed at me while cussing me out.
    

    
      “What did you just call me?” I wasn’t one to take things sitting down.
    

    
      “A mere commoner dares to insult the Daron Merchants!”
    

    
      “Aren’t you also a commoner? And when did I insult you?”
    

    
      The red-faced pig spat out, “Th-then why didn’t you sell at the price I offered?” 
    

    
      “Oh, that? What to do? My ears only hear human speech.”
    

    
      “Wh-what did you say?!” The piggy merchant’s face went from being so red it seemed it would burst, to pale blue.
    

    
      “You wanna complain about me selling at that price? If so, you can go into the mountains crawling with demon beasts yourself and dig them up to sell.” 
    

    
      When making a kill, do it thoroughly. I rubbed my ear with an unconcerned look and made him feel really crappy.
    

    
      “J-just wait and see! Graah!”
    

    
      He was boiling with so much anger that I could even hear the sound of his teeth grinding.
    

    
      “Alright then. But I’m busy today, so let’s see about that later. Okay?” I teased the pig as if talking to a neighborhood kiddo.
    

    
      ‘Jerk, he’s real determined.’
    

    
      He was much older than me, but a person only had worth if they acted like one. The pig merchant glared at me viciously while leaving.
    

    
      “I will buy the remaining sharif mushrooms for 8 Gold per piece.” 
    

    
      ‘8 Gold? What kind of sucker is this?’
    

    
      While I was faintly watching the panting pig hustle away, I heard a sitting duck’s voice ring out from the crowd.
    

    
      “It...it’s the Rubis Merchants.”
    

    
      “Che, it’s over for today.”
    

    
      ‘Rubis Merchants?’
    

    
      There were still many things I needed to learn about the Kallian Continent. A neat and tidy man in his early thirties who looked like a noble appeared. As soon as he made his entrance, the other merchants smacked their lips in regret and backed off.
    

    
      “Isn’t Rubis one of the continent’s Big Five?”
    

    
      “To think they’ve even come to our territory, what a surprise.”
    

    
      The people watching the exciting mushroom auction suddenly began to whisper amongst themselves.
    

    
      ‘Continent’s Big Five? Hooh, a conglomerate?’
    

    
      Now that I looked at him, the person seemed to be shining.
    

    
      “I am Jamir from the Rubis Merchants.”
    

    
      If the typical appearance of an evil merchant was the pig from the Daron Merchants, the person named Jamir, who offered his hand for a handshake, was a picture-perfect example of a merchant with principles.
    

    
      “I am called Kyre.”
    

    
      “Kyre? It’s a name that suits your unique hair well.”
    

    
      ‘Ooh! Dong-gun hyung, go away!’
    

    
      
        [TN: Jang Dong-gun is a Korean actor known for his suaveness.]
      
    

    
      Jamir was about as tall as me. His golden head of hair and lavender-colored eyes were charming, and deeply set eyes and raised nose were more than enough to qualify him as a handsome man.
    

    
      “It’s not appropriate to talk here, so let us go to the inn I am staying at.”
    

    
      “Sounds good. Only, I’m hungry, so please treat me!”
    

    
      “Treat you? Haha! Alright. I’ll treat you to a meal.”
    

    
      Though he was still in his early 30s, Jamir looked like a person who would achieve great success later on as a merchant.
    

    
      “Hans, let’s go.”
    

    
      “Huh? Oh, okay.”
    

    
      Still unable to figure out head or tail of what was happening, Hans nodded as he followed us with a stupefied expression.
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      “Kuuu!”
    

    
      “Aaah!”
    

    
      ‘Kyaa! This is the taste!’
    

    
      After entering the inn Jamir was staying at, called “The Forest’s Rest”, refreshing beer and various kinds of snacks were ordered right away. I didn’t know how they did it, but the beer was cold enough to make my mouth tingle despite the weather still being hot. The taste of a bitter and powerful fragrance went guzzling down my throat. It was a completely different level from the Korean beers I had stolen sips of from my father. This deep flavor was a sign of well-brewed beer.
    

    
      “May I have another glass?”
    

    
      ‘When did he drink all that?’ In the time it took me to take two sips, Hans had guzzled down the entire large wooden mug and was smacking his lips.
    

    
      “Haha, please help yourself. Owner, one more glass here!”
    

    
      Hans had looked at me and asked, but Jamir was the one who made the order with a bright laugh.
    

    
      ‘This is nice~!’
    

    
      With this one glass of beer, I had the feeling that I was experiencing the outside world. My next goal was to go even further beyond once I had cultivated enough strength. Since I was already in Master Bumdalf’s homeworld, I wanted to do some proper sightseeing.
    

    
      “8 Gold is quite a lot, so why do you want to buy each mushroom at such a price?”
    

    
      Facing Jamir, who was wearing an unreadable smile, I asked the point I was curious about. I thought it would already be killer if we could sell the mushrooms for at least 4 Gold each, but Jamir was offering 8. A person from a huge merchant group like his wouldn’t take a loss.
    

    
      “Let me formally introduce myself. I am Jamir Baines, one of the twelve supervisors of the Rubis Merchants.”
    

    
      ‘Supervisor?’
    

    
      “Next month is the month of the Goddess of Abundance, Sapphire. As you may know, Sapphire is not only the Goddess of Abundance, but also the Goddess of Festivities.”
    

    
      ‘Whaddya mean, ‘may know’. I know jack shit.’
    

    
      Because I was busy eking out a living with the villagers day by day, I didn't get the chance to learn much about this world. In addition, I invested my time in magic and swordsmanship in order to gain the skills to survive, so my knowledge of the Kallian Continent was rather sparse.
    

    
      “Also, from this month until the next, nobles will be collecting the formal taxes.”
    

    
      “Ah!” Now I got it. ‘So what it boils down to is that it’s a formal holiday made in the name of the gods to play, and since the nobles are even gathering taxes, high-quality products can be sold at high prices, eh?’
    

    
      “Did you understand?”
    

    
      “Well, I got the gist of it.”
    

    
      “You’re quite quick-witted.”
    

    
      For a guy barely over 30 years of age, Jamir gave off the feeling of a generous uncle in his fifties.
    

    
      ‘He gives off traces of mana. Hooh, a mage?’ I hadn’t tried a mana scan, but the trace of mana was obvious. He was a person with a lot of secrets even for a merchant.
    

    
      “From what I’d heard from the people just now, it seems you normally wouldn’t come to a rural territory like this...” Trailing off, I pried Jamir for answers.
    

    
      “Originally, yes. Normally, middlemen merchants dispatched to each territory would purchase goods from their designated places and then sell to the nobles in need. But this year, it’s been particularly difficult to procure high-quality specialties. Goods that usually come from the Dapis Kingdom— like madir, sharif and rudi mushrooms, and licom tea—have been particularly hard to purchase. That is because the lords have been busy creating factions over the royal ascension instead of focusing on monster and demon beast exterminations,” Jamir explained, giving more information than required.
    

    
      ‘Royal ascension? Does that mean there’ll be a civil war?’
    

    
      It was a plot I had often read in novels.
    

    
      “Will there be a civil war?” I asked.
    

    
      “Hm... it probably won’t get to that point. Dapis Kingdom is a small country surrounded by powerful nations, so they won’t walk a path that leads to self-destruction.”
    

    
      ‘My head hurts. It’s not even something I need to worry about, but... Did he say madir?’
    

    
      He said madir was hard to acquire. Because I had the experience of dragging out all my strength to catch one, I knew how hard it was. They were powerful creatures that could topple a decent-sized boat, and a mage or knight capable of using Aura Blade wouldn’t stoop to such manual labor, so it was a difficult prey to catch with the strength of commoners alone.
    

    
      “Sigh, look at what I’m saying to someone I’m meeting for the first time. Thanks for today. Thanks to you, I was at least able to get some top-grade sharif mushrooms and could somewhat fulfill my goal for coming here.”
    

    
      He looked like a cool-headed merchant, but it seemed he had a lot of worries like regular people did on the inside.
    

    
      ‘Whether you’re the chairman of a conglomerate or a beggar, it’s just as hard to secure your 3 meals per day.’
    

    
      That was something my grandpa in the countryside always said. Whether you were well-off or not, eating and pooping was all the same. It’s just that your effort would decide whether you ate good food and pooped gold or ate rough food and had diarrhea.
    

    
      “Even if madir are caught, isn’t preserving the fish a problem? It’s not winter, so they’ll spoil fast...” I threw out another question.
    

    
      “Since long ago, during the three months when madir pass through the Tileman Sea, magic refrigerators and merchants are stationed at each fishing village capable of catching madir. But this year, the sea monsters have suddenly become violent, so there aren’t many days when they can go out to sea. Even for people who live and die by the ocean, it’s true for everyone that they wouldn’t want to knowingly risk their lives.”
    

    
      “That’s true. Even ten years ago, during this time, merchants would bring magic refrigerators to our village and camp out. It was too dangerous to catch more than a few madir, but it would be an occasion for festivities on days we caught one,” added Hans, who had been busy gulping down his beer.
    

    
      ‘Magic refrigerator. That’s right, magic exists here, doesn’t it?’
    

    
      If there were electric refrigerators in the 21st century, there were magic refrigerators here.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, and I’m a genius mage.’
    

    
      Through happenstance, I met Merchant Jamir from the Rubis Merchants. It must be serendipity granted by god.
    

    
      “Then the prices this year should be rather high?”
    

    
      “A good-quality one weighing at least 100 kg can fetch up to 35 Gold. It’s particularly necessary for nobles who live inland to prepare a madir dish for their parties.”
    

    
      ‘Ohhhhhh! 35 Gold!’
    

    
      Hearing the news that the tuna flopping around like energetic little chicks in the village seaside made my lips almost reach my ears with mirth.
    

    
      “Not just a few Gold, but th-thirty-five?” Hans, who had misinformed me of the madir’s price, was also surprised.
    

    
      “Yes. The goods are in such short supply right now that the prices have swelled up.”
    

    
      Despite being someone with a high position in a large merchant group, Jamir answered the country bumpkin Hans politely. Not only was he good at planning, but his disposition was also decent.
    

    
      “Would you be able to acquire a few of those magic refrigerators within several days?”
    

    
      “Magic refrigerators? As long as madir can be acquired, I can prepare hundreds of them right away. But why do you ask?”
    

    
      ‘Why do you think, I’m trying to rake in a fortune here.’
    

    
      “If all goes well, it may be possible to acquire some madir...” Hiding my true thoughts, I feigned nonchalance as I sipped my beer.
    

    
      “T-truly?”
    

    
      Unable to maintain the calm demeanor he had possessed until now, Jamir rose from his seat in a hurry and exclaimed.
    

    
      “For each fish over 100 kg, 40 Gold. Of course, they will be top-quality goods without many injuries. What do you think?”
    

    
      “45, no, if they really are at that level, then I’ll offer 50 Gold! Can you really do it?”
    

    
      ‘Wow! You sure are decisive!’
    

    
      It was a huge jackpot I never expected. I thought it was even possible that the price of a single tuna could handle the entirety of the village’s taxes. Territories owned by nobles would have hundreds of places like the Luna Village, and they valued honor more than money; for them, money was probably not the issue.
    

    
      ‘Shall I try being a lord too?’ The position of a lord was similar to my idea of paradise. ‘That’s right, why didn’t I think of that?!’ In order to return to Earth, I would have to at least reach the 8th Circle like my Master. Who knew when those enlightenments would occur? Since I would have to wait anyway, why not make my paradise on this continent? A kingdom just for me.
    

    
      Somehow, my chest suddenly tighted as hope surged within me like a fountain.
    

    
      “I cannot make any guarantees, but I will give it a shot. Before that, could you pay for the sharif mushrooms? We have to pay taxes and buy this and that...”
    

    
      “Haha, of course! Terrison, bring the money.”
    

    
      “Yes, Supervisor!” One of the merchants watching over us in the inn responded loudly and approached us.
    

    
      “59 mushrooms in total. Calculating the final cost, since it is a large quantity, why don’t we round it up to 60 and settle it at 480 Gold?”
    

    
      “Let’s do that. I have already checked the goods, so give him 480 Gold.”
    

    
      “Understood, sir.”
    

    
      Clink. After Jamir gave the order, the man named Terrison brought out a terrifyingly hefty pouch from inside his coat. He opened the pouch and began to count out the precise number of coins.
    

    
      ‘M-money! And Gold at that! Uhahahaha!’
    

    
      I had never lost my wits because of money, but the gleam of gold made my jaw drop unconsciously. 
    

    
      After all, as someone once said, if you eat well before you die, you’ll have pretty clothes even in the afterlife!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “K-Kyre, is this a dream, or reality?”
    

    
      Hans trembled as he looked around warily, clutching a lump sum in his bosom for the first time in his life.
    

    
      ‘To be so alarmed over just this much, heh.’
    

    
      It still didn’t come close to making up for saving my life. How could a few hundred Gold possibly add up to the cost for saving my one and only life?
    

    
      “That’s the Administrative Building, right?”
    

    
      “Seems to be the case.”
    

    
      ‘This so-called lord went to the royal capital and hasn’t been seen for the last few years, right? And the guy called the Administrator has been pigging out on the territory as he pleases.”
    

    
      After settling the price of the sharif mushrooms, I obtained information regarding this territory from Jamir as well as the owner of the inn.
    

    
      ‘Rotten bastard. As an administrator, he should only be a public service worker, but he’s been scheming with the Daron Merchants to line his own pockets, huh?’
    

    
      Even more infuriating was the fact that this Administrator person had no interest in the lives of the residents. His only interest was colluding with the Daron Merchants to empty the pockets of the citizens.
    

    
      “Halt! Where are you coming from?!”
    

    
      ‘A-a knight! I finally get to see a knight!’
    

    
      The Administrative Building was in front of the lord’s mansion, a villa surrounded by high walls in the middle of the castle. The entrance of the 2-story building was guarded by a knight wearing sturdy silver armor and around ten soldiers.
    

    
      “Kyre, be sure to just bow your head. If a sir knight sees fault in you, it’s instant death,” Hans quietly warned as he bowed his head with a humble expression.
    

    
      ‘This isn’t even 007 Licence to Kill...’
    

    
      After seeing from his fearful trembling that he wasn’t joking, I also lowered my head.
    

    
      “W-we are people from Luna Village who have come to pay the taxes.”
    

    
      “Luna Village? That village is still around?” The knight’s reaction wasn’t much different from the soldiers at the castle gate. “Go in.”
    

    
      “Thank you very much, sir.”
    

    
      ‘What the—is that all? For someone who’s supposed to be a knight, this mana is...’
    

    
      The mana I felt from the knight guarding the Administrative Building was as pathetic as a rat’s tail. Even without doing a scan, I could tell that he didn’t have much mana.
    

    
      ‘I could fight a knight like this with my eyes closed.’
    

    
      It wasn’t arrogance—even if he was a knight, he didn’t inspire any awe. Like that, I followed Hans into the place called the Administrative Building.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “You’re from Luna Village?”
    

    
      “Y-yes, sir.”
    

    
      ‘That person is the Administrator?’
    

    
      I had imagined a pot-bellied retainer with eyes like a rat, but the Administrator in front of me was a knight in his mid-forties.
    

    
      ‘He’s got quite a lot of mana.’
    

    
      The Administrator was giving off an energy far greater than the knight outside. With the sword on his waist even while in an office, he looked like a stereotypical knight giving off a masculine charm with an angular jawline.
    

    
      “Mm, we could not tend to the village because of the shortage of strength in the territory; it’s a relief that the village is still standing.”
    

    
      ‘Wut? Is he really the Administrator?’
    

    
      The Administrator was uttering unexpectedly kind words. His words were filled with a sincere worry towards Luna Village.
    

    
      “Please do not worry. Simply being a resident of the proud Fiore Territory is reason to thank the gods.” Unlike what I had feared, Hans responded smoothly while even sticking in some flattery. I could see why the Chief had picked Hans out for this trip.
    

    
      “I am grateful that you say so. The taxes set for this year... here they are.”
    

    
      I got a strange feeling from this person who was supposed to be the Administrator. This man’s way of speech was dignified, and every single action of his had the weight of nobility behind it.
    

    
      “30 Gold is written here, is that correct?”
    

    
      “Huh? Th-thirty Gold?”
    

    
      Holding a single document, the Administrator said it was 30 Gold. It was no wonder that Hans was flustered.
    

    
      “Is that not the case? The crop yield from around 200 villagers doesn’t amount to much... I set the tax rate to 30% because it is an independent village; is it too much?”
    

    
      ‘This jerk is playing with people.’
    

    
      This Spring, the Administrator had sent soldiers to the village to order them to pay a tax of 50 Gold.
    

    
      Hans and I looked at each other.
    

    
      “N-no, that’s not it... our village is...”
    

    
      Kerchunk. The moment Hans was about to utter ‘50 Gold,’ the door we had entered from opened wide.
    

    
      “Cough! My—my Lord! When did you arrive!?”
    

    
      ‘Wh-what! Lord?!’
    

    
      As someone barged in, the Administrator, whose inner appearance was actually as I had imagined—a girthy man with beady rat eyes embodying greed—exclaimed with surprise.
    

    
      “What are you all doing! How dare you raise your heads high! Do you not recognize the appearance of the Lord!”
    

    
      True to the notion that the person who farted is the first to point fingers, this treacherous retainer was quick to yell at us.
    

    
      “Haha! Administrator Trimo, let it be. It’s my fault for staying in the capital for so long.”
    

    
      “Greetings to the Lord!” As if greeting a king, Hans kneeled and brought his forehead to the ground. As he did so, he clutched my pants with his right hand and dragged me down.
    

    
      “G-greetings to the Lord.”
    

    
      ‘Uwaah! This hurts my pride.’
    

    
      Besides giving formal bows in order to receive money on Lunar New Year, this was the first time in my life prostrating myself like this. I was forced to show the greatest respect with a bowed head to this person, the Lord.
    

    
      ‘Fuu! A lord, I’ll become one for sure!’
    

    
      Yet another reason to become a lord had appeared. With a commoner status alone, you’d definitely have to go around bowing and scraping all the time. I could never keep living like a piece of gum stuck to asphalt, bent over 24/7.
    

    
      “But Administrator Trimo, is the tax set for Luna Village this year not actually 30 Gold?” asked the Lord as he held a thick document.
    

    
      “I-it is, sir. Thanks to your generosity as a merciful lord, even independent villages have been fixed at 30% tax rates.” After a moment of panic, Trimo rubbed his hands together as he gave a shameless response.
    

    
      ‘Should I just call him out?’
    

    
      Looking at the way things were going, it was a fact that this Trimo guy was embezzling taxes behind the lord’s back.
    

    
      “You fellows, did you say something in front of the Lord?” With lazers in his eyes, Trimo berated Hans and me as we kneeled with our heads bowed.
    

    
      “They didn’t say anything,” said the Lord.
    

    
      “Is that so. Hehe. I only said so because peasants will spout nonsense at times.”
    

    
      ‘Peasant?!’
    

    
      This son of a gun put me, the one and only Kang Hyuk, just one syllable away from a worm. I engraved the sight of his fat face deep into my memory.
    

    
      
        [TN: The Korean word for ‘peasants’ also has the word for ‘worm’ in it.]
      
    

    
      “The taxes are indeed 30 Gold. Pass over the money to Administrator Trimo here.”
    

    
      “My Lord, are you heading to the mansion?”
    

    
      “That’s right. It’s time for Zaigon’s meal and he might scare the servants, so I have to go.”
    

    
      “Then I will come find you after a short while, sir.”
    

    
      “Then, work hard.”
    

    
      “Goodbye, my Lord.”
    

    
      I didn’t know who the lord was talking about, but apparently there was someone he had to feed. He walked back out of the open door and left.
    

    
      “You said you came from Luna Village?”
    

    
      “Y-yes, Lor—no, Administrator,” replied Hans at once, looking half-dead from the lord’s sudden appearance.
    

    
      “It would be best if you didn’t spread around what you just heard. And the taxes are 50 Gold. Territory management is difficult because the merciful Lord is receiving lower taxes due to useless people like you. That’s why I have no choice but to do this. Keep that in mind.”
    

    
      ‘Wo~ow! To be this shameless!’
    

    
      As if he had welded a steel plate to his face, Administrator Trimo took an extra 20 Gold in taxes like it was nothing. From what I heard, there were hundreds of villages in the territory, so the money he was embezzling must be enormous.
    

    
      ‘You bastard, just wait. I may not be Lee Mong-ryong, but I will definitely send you to hell!’
    

    
      
        [TN: Lee Mong-ryong is a fictional police detective.]
      
    

    
      How could he steal the poor commoners’ hard-earned money as if he had nothing better to do?!
    

    
      “Here it is, sir.”
    

    
      Hans proffered the prepared 50 Gold. To me, it was only a few pennies’ worth, but if the villagers hadn’t met me, the blood, sweat and tears of the villagers would have been in that money.
    

    
      “But did you kick out Ryan even though he worked hard to go see you?”
    

    
      “This Ryan you are referring to is...”
    

    
      “Oh my, it seems you can’t even remember this. I sent Daron Merchant Group’s Ryan in order to spare myself from the effort, but he said you coldly refused him... I’ll be watching you.”
    

    
      ‘Rotten bastard. Open robbery and blackmail to boot. Count yourself dead already.’
    

    
      Every cell in my body shivered at the joy(?) of discovering someone who was shittier than the Crown Prince of the Ohsung Group, Hwang Sung-taek. 
    

    
      ‘You’re smiling? Okay, that smile... let’s see how long you can keep it up.’
    

    
      A smile of satisfaction danced on Administrator Trimo’s lips as he counted the money. I could see that he would look exactly the same as Daron’s Ryan after eating a load of humiliation from me.
    

    
      

    

    
      “Please acquire all of these goods for me.”
    

    
      “All of this?”
    

    
      After meeting the lord and the administrator, we went straight back to the Forest’s Rest, where Jamir was staying. Then I borrowed a paper and pen, wrote down all the items I could think of, and passed the paper over.
    

    
      “Five carriages with ten horses, 400 bags of finely-ground flour, 20 cows, sheep and pigs each with mixed gender ratios, 100 chickens, 50 suits of sturdy leather armor, bows and spears, 100 swords, clothes in various colors for 300 people, various kinds of farming tools, like screws and seeds as well... And finally, an enspelled container that produces cold beer... Young man, are you trying to construct an entire village?”
    

    
      After reading the list aloud, Jamir looked at me with surprise.
    

    
      “Haha, I ask for good prices. It seemed like it would take a long time to gather everything on my own, so...”
    

    
      If I were to take Hans and try to buy all those goods, one day would be far from enough—we’d be lucky if it just took several days. Also, we would get ripped off hardcore by the merchants, guaranteed. It was easiest to ask for a favor and just leave this to a professional.
    

    
      “I thought you weren’t ordinary from the first time I saw you, but this is impressive. How about it, any thoughts about becoming a merchant?”
    

    
      ‘Eh? Another scouting? Jeez, my popularity is just too good~.’
    

    
      “No thanks.” Of course, I shook my head.
    

    
      ‘I’ve gotta be a lord at the very least. Anything else is unnecessary.’
    

    
      My first and foremost goal was to recover the paradise I had lost. Any professions unrelated to that were out of the question.
    

    
      “If you were to come under me, I would raise you to supervisor level in a short amount of time. Think about it again.”
    

    
      “Ah! S-Supervisor!”
    

    
      At Jamir’s words, the attendant by his side, Terrison, made an expression of utter surprise. It seemed the offered position was pretty high up.
    

    
      “Still, no thank you.”
    

    
      “Why do you say that? It should be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for you,” said Jamir, showing a face of regret.
    

    
      “I have a different dream.”
    

    
      “A dream, you say... If that’s the case, then it can’t be helped.” As a smart merchant, he understood what I meant. “Instead, be sure to keep the promise this time with me.”
    

    
      “The motto of my family is honesty!”
    

    
      “A motto of honesty... Haha! Truly a family that suits a merchant.”
    

    
      He wasn’t even that old, but Jamir spoke like an old person.
    

    
      “Then, please depart on the morning of the day after tomorrow.”
    

    
      “The morning of the day after tomorrow, so fast?”
    

    
      “Ah! And if you wish to get the madir, you will have to depart from here at around that time.”
    

    
      Hit the iron while it’s hot! There was nothing good about dragging things out.
    

    
      “Understood. I’ll trust you and try investing my hand this time.”
    

    
      “But... sir...”
    

    
      “This is the decision of a Rubis Merchant Group Supervisor. Prepare every magic refrigerator in this territory and the surroundings at once.”
    

    
      “Yes, Supervisor!”
    

    
      Terrison, who had been about to protest, bowed his head at Jamir’s words as it was an order from a supervisor. It was probably because their discipline was so strong that they could become one of the top five on the continent.
    

    
      ‘The only thing left is the potion, right?’
    

    
      Potion, an item that costs several Gold per piece. The chief had said to get at least ten, but I was thinking of a greater number. Catching a fish for a hungry man would only feed him for a day, but giving him a rod would feed him for a lifetime.
    

    
      ‘The temple, huh... Sigh.’
    

    
      The temple could be said to be the highest hurdle today.
    

    
      It seemed I would have to try challenging it, for now.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Oh! Isn’t this quite grand?’
    

    
      The temple in Viscount Fiore’s castle was considered the turf of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran. In front of me stood a temple supported by ten arched pillars. Like a temple from ancient Greece, the beautiful and majestic sight was pretty impressive.
    

    
      ‘The temple’s potion is holy water blessed by a priest devoted to god. It’s a cure-all with healing and magic resistance power.’  
    

    
      The temple’s potion was way more cost-efficient than the production methods for magic potions in my head. Potions for magic were costly to produce, using high-class ingredients like troll blood, and they were unpopular because there could also be side-effects with use. Therefore, a decent mage would just use Heal instead.
    

    
      ‘Actually, the Holy Knight profession is one of the decent ones out there. If I learned it well and returned to Earth, I bet I could become a leader of a religion.’
    

    
      I thought back to the reason why it was inevitable that Master could amass a huge amount of wealth on Earth. He possessed an enormous amount of magic-related knowledge. Of course money would be running hilly-billy into his pockets.
    

    
      “Welcome, brother. The Goddess of Mercy, Neran, loves her brethren always.”
    

    
      When I entered the temple, I was immediately greeted by a kind-looking priest wearing white robes.
    

    
      “I am the one in charge of this temple, Priest Hedor. How may I help you? Are you in need of God’s assistance?”
    

    
      ‘I don’t trust it, that white beard.’
    

    
      Master Bumdalf, who looked way more legit than any miracle quack, maintained a beard in order to fool the naive. I had the feeling the priest smiling amiably in front of me was doing the same thing.
    

    
      “I came today because I wish to acquire potions. This time, our village...”
    

    
      “Priest Hedor!”
    

    
      The moment I was about to tell the priest the reason for our visit, I heard a very familiar voice. 
    

    
      ‘Wouldya look at that?’
    

    
      It was Ryan, the Daron merchant who got kicked out by the Chief and a mouthful of frustration from me. His fat body shook enormously as he called the priest.
    

    
      “Aren’t you Ryan, one of God’s faithful servants? For what reason have you run over with such haste?” 
    

    
      “Th-that is, I have something urgent to tell you.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Then let us go inside. Brother, please wait here a moment.”
    

    
      As if he and Ryan were well-acquainted, Priest Hedor showed mirth as he greeted the merchant.
    

    
      ‘Surely he wouldn’t be...!’ As he followed the priest, Ryan turned around and sent a venomous look my way. ‘Alright then, you try your cute tricks.’
    

    
      He was one of the people on my hit list. I was planning to show him the painful truth of life anyway, so I just waited for what petty trick he was going to play.
    

    
      ‘Hm? Ohhhh!’
    

    
      The interior of the temple was quite spacious. In order to magnify the sense of holiness, various religious items made of gold and silver were gleaming under the candlelight; a statue of a beautiful, topless goddess was smiling benevolently at the center of the temple.
    

    
      Even among all these lavish sights, a single existence captured my attention right away.
    

    
      ‘A praying angel!’
    

    
      A woman was kneeling and praying, her long blue hair flowing over a white robe devoid of any decoration. Considering that her robe was similar to the priest’s, I could tell that she was no ordinary lady.
    

    
      ‘I wonder how she looks from the front?’
    

    
      From the back, her appearance was so perfect that I wanted to give her 11 out of 10 points. Holiness earnestly devoted to God was shining from her back like a halo, and the sight of her fragile back was enough to ignite any man’s protective instinct.
    

    
      “Ahem, brother...”
    

    
      While my curiosity towards the woman was reaching its peak, the old priest named Hedor appeared again.
    

    
      “Yes, Priest. Please speak.”
    

    
      “You said you wanted to acquire potions, correct?”
    

    
      “Yes. The potion at our village has lost its effectiveness, so we need a new one. We need around ten of them.”
    

    
      “It regrets me to say this, but this temple cannot sell potions to you.”
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      The priest suddenly changed his tune. An unpleasant light was shining in the priest’s eyes as he told us he could no longer sell potions to us.
    

    
      “I heard that you have caused damage to a merchant group managed by a faithful servant of Holy Neran.”
    

    
      “N-no, that is...”
    

    
      “I need not speak more. Holy Neran may be the Goddess of Mercy, but naturally, she loves and protects her own. Those who interfere with the work of God can never be granted the power of God.”
    

    
      “P-Priest, that’s not it...”
    

    
      “Then, I am busy, so goodbye...”
    

    
      Before I could finish, Hedor hurried to draw a cross and scurried away. I was sure he had received a proper dose of “medication”.
    

    
      “Seriously...”
    

    
      “Huhu, cocky brat. Try dealing with this. I’m truly curious as to how long you can last without potions in that backcountry.”
    

    
      A short while after Hedor made his exit, the piggy Ryan from the Daron Merchants popped out from a side door in the temple and passed by us with a sneer. 
    

    
      “Your name is Ryan, yeah?”
    

    
      “How dare a young brat speak down to an elder!” At my casual speech, Ryan’s face burned red-hot, as if he’d already been in a bad mood.
    

    
      “What, you wanna go? I’ll mince those rolls of fat for you.” I activated a bit of mana as I looked straight into his beady eyes.
    

    
      “Y-you bastard... Huhu. Whatever, try your best. Soon, your village will be torn to pieces by demon beasts.” Having realized his advantage, the pig retreated backwards, not forgetting to spit out a final vicious curse.
    

    
      “Remember this: lightning will strike you bastards soon.”
    

    
      “Lightning? Puhaha! Do as you want, you little piece of shit!” sneered the pig Ryan as he fled the temple.
    

    
      ‘Jeez, there’s always someone like him no matter where you go.’
    

    
      There was always someone using their tiny authority to harass people who had nothing. Until the day I get buried, I wouldn’t forgive such people.
    

    
      “I apologize...”
    

    
      '......?'
    

    
      As I was about to follow the fleeing pig out of the temple, a clear voice sounded next to me like an auditory hallucination. I subconsciously turned my head.
    

    
      “Gasp!”
    

    
      I could not help but let out a cry.
    

    
      ‘Angelina Jolie? No... How can you explain this beauty?!’
    

    
      She was fairly tall, at around 167 cm (5’5”). Her skin was as translucent as a newborn baby who had never seen the sun. She had deeply set large brown eyes, her nose was raised even without the power of silicone and her lips were small but red.
    

    
      And, most spectacularly of all, she had a faint radiance around her that made her shine. She possessed such a noble beauty that it was almost difficult to look straight at her.
    

    
      “I apologize under Neran’s name that we cannot relay God’s love to you.”
    

    
      As if she had overheard my conversation with Hedor, the woman bowed her head, her eyes looking moist with tears. Her refined movement of lightly pressing a hand to her enrobed chest was very refined. 
    

    
      An electrifying feeling surged inside me.
    

    
      “Excuse me, but... May I ask who you are?” You should first know the other person’s identity to accept their apology, right? Right?
    

    
      “I am an apprentice priestess of the Goddess Neran, Aramis.”
    

    
      ‘Apprentice priestess? Only?’
    

    
      From what I could see, this apprentice priestess, Aramis, was positively dripping with God’s love. Although I could feel more devotion from the temple boss, Hedor, the woman had introduced herself as merely an apprentice priestess.
    

    
      ‘She’s really pretty...’
    

    
      She may be a sister of the faith, but her pure beauty was an emotional sight. Ye-rin must be patiently waiting for me back at school, but the priestess in front of me was fine enough to be called the embodiment of beauty.
    

    
      “Sister Aramis, what do you think a god truly thinks as he or she gazes upon humans?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “I am deeply disappointed by those who don a priest’s appearance and dirty God’s love, the love that shines down on all creatures from above like the sun in the sky, with their filthy hands due to their own greed.” Facing Aramis, I shared the thoughts I’d always had towards religious people. “Sister Aramis, do you not feel it? Holy Neran over there may be smiling mercifully on the outside, but in her heart, she must be crying, deeply hurt by the priests who call themselves her servants.”
    

    
      “Ah...” At my harsh criticism, Aramis let out a small cry.
    

    
      ‘This isn’t the only temple.’
    

    
      Even if Aramis didn’t accept my words, it didn’t matter. The Rubis Merchants could get any number of potions, I was sure. I finished what I had to say and smoothly turned. I felt kinda bad about basically venting my anger towards this apprentice priestess who was powerless. 
    

    
      “P-please wait a moment.” Aramis’ voice, wet with tears, rang out behind me. “I have sinned. I—no, we have sinned.”
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      I heard Aramis sobbing as she slumped to the ground. I just said a few words about the actions of these priests who were no different from religious people in the 21st century, but Aramis took it to heart and repented with tears. I suddenly felt like the bad guy.
    

    
      “To sell God’s love... the sin of vainly taking offerings, the sin of denying those loved by God using one’s name as a servant, the sin of failing to embrace the sick and poor, I repent it all.”
    

    
      '......'
    

    
      I wasn’t the one to repent anything, but the apprentice priestess Aramis was denouncing her sins.
    

    
      “But what can be done? With my feeble authority, I cannot do anything. Even if I want to embrace God’s devoted, these thin arms of mine cannot handle even a single person; even though I wish to, I cannot casually use God’s love due to restrictions made by fellow servants. Please teach me. O’ Messenger of God, show me the path I must walk...”
    

    
      ‘Messenger of God? Da fuq.’
    

    
      This isn’t what I meant to happen, but Aramis was begging me for a response. But how in the world was I supposed to know God’s feelings?
    

    
      “Everything is a projection of the heart. If you believe that you cannot, then that will become a reality you cannot overcome. But if you steel yourself with the notion that you can, then there’s not a thing to fear in the world. Moreover, isn’t there Holy Neran standing behind you? What is there to fear? There’s a God who is unbeatable by any means in the world behind you.”
    

    
      The words flowed smoothly from my mouth. For a moment, I had the feeling that I actually was a messenger of God.
    

    
      “A-a projection of the heart...”
    

    
      That wasn’t something I came up with, but a very cool teaching from the Great Monk Won-hyo, a saying I learned from Korea’s national curriculum.
    

    
      ‘I gotta say, Korea’s education is world-class.’
    

    
      Once again enlightened on the importance of education, I turned and walked away. There was nothing more to say to Aramis. Chief had repeatedly reminded me to get some potions, but there was nothing I could do when these merchants of God refused to sell.
    

    
      ‘What a nice scent.’’
    

    
      An unfamiliar scent blew in from somewhere and drifted into my nose. I felt uplifted thanks to the fragrance that was more refreshing than mint and as sweet as spring flowers blossoming.
    

    
      ‘Aramis...’
    

    
      It didn’t take two brain cells to figure out that the still-crying Aramis was the source of the smell.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 13: Kyre, the Mage
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Giddy-up, you guys! Hiya! Hiya!”
    

    
      
        Neeeeiggh! Clop, clop, clop, clop!
      
    

    
      Having stayed the night at the castle and woken up at the crack of dawn, Hans was excitedly driving the newest carriage model drawn by two horses. Since there was no real need to linger at the castle, we packed a few daily necessities and left early in the morning.
    

    
      ‘Naisu~!’
    

    
      I was propping myself up with an arm atop a thick blanket on the floor of the carriage, feeling the bumpy rotation of the wheels.
    

    
      ‘I guess it’s about time we left,’ I mused. If possible, I would have liked to leave the village only after reaching the 5th Circle, but an enlightenment wasn’t something that could be solved like a math problem. Besides, I couldn’t stay in Luna Village forever. My mind was like the endless blue sky I could see from my position laying down—I yearned to explore.
    

    
      ‘I need more info. General knowledge about this world.’
    

    
      Even the chief, who was apparently the smartest one in the village, was just a neighborhood pitcher, not a Major League player. At most, he knew about a few gods, kingdoms and a few other scraps of knowledge that even I already knew.
    

    
      ‘I asked Jamir to get some potions, so those are taken care of. With all those goods I ordered, as long as they’re used well, the village can last several years, no problem. After that... they’re on their own.’
    

    
      My relationship with Luna Village had started because they happened to save my life. I had already done my utmost for them. I couldn’t continue to live for them forever.
    

    
      “H-hey, Kyre!”
    

    
      Suddenly, the rattling carriage stopped, and Hans called me with a fearful voice.
    

    
      “Yaawn! What’s up? We shouldn’t be far from the village...”
    

    
      I yawned wide as I stretched and raised my head. The sight outside made my body pause mid-stretch.
    

    
      ‘Who are those fellows?’
    

    
      The only road heading to Luna Village cut through a few small forests and an uninhabited stretch of plains. Blocking the road were around twenty figures on horseback.
    

    
      “Hans, do you know them?”
    

    
      “Is this a time for jokes, Kyre? They must be bandits who were keeping an eye on us.” Putting shame to his size, Hans trembled as he named the mounted people bandits.
    

    
      ‘I was bored anyway, so this is perfect.’
    

    
      They could be bandits who observed us making a fuss in the territory and followed us, like Hans said, or they could be connected to the no-good Daron Merchants, who were grinding their teeth at me. I thought they were most likely the latter.
    

    
      ‘That jerk, sending these thugs.’
    

    
      There was no reason for me, a person who had even killed a demon beast, to fear these bandits who looked half-baked at first sight.
    

    
      “Hans.”
    

    
      “Wh-what should we do, Kyre? Just give them everything and beg them to spare our lives. Then they’ll...”
    

    
      “Sleep.”
    

    
      At my quiet chant, Hans fell into the deep embrace of sleep.
    

    
      ‘Memorize life FTW. You’re all dead meat!’
    

    
      I couldn’t just allow those who came looking for trouble where there was none to walk away scot-free.
    

    
      Craaack. I cracked my hands as I rose from the carriage floor.
    

    
      ‘Twenty people. Perfect.’
    

    
      We were about half a day of travel’s distance by carriage from the village. On this wide, empty plain, there wasn’t a single person who would help me.
    

    
      Thu-thu-thump! My foes began to move.
    

    
      I jumped from the carriage, landing with a light thud. Then, I stood there, tapping my feet in time with the enemy’s charge.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Huhu, you must be the fearless kid from Luna Village.”
    

    
      Just as I expected, these people definitely knew me.
    

    
      ‘Mercenaries? No, that’s not it...?’
    

    
      These guys had a completely different feel from the free-spirited mercenaries who had come to our village. Except for the man in his early forties who was swaggering in the front, the men lined up behind him were showing controlled movements like trained soldiers.
    

    
      “Who might you be?” I asked, cocking my head.
    

    
      “Us? Kukuku, you’re asking a lot for a dead man.”
    

    
      “Did the piggy merchant from Daron, Ryan, send you? From the looks of it, y’all aren’t mercenaries. Is it alright for you to persecute citizens like this without the lord’s permission?”
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      Surprised by my bullseye, the men looked at each other uneasily.
    

    
      ‘They’re soldiers, huh.’
    

    
      As I thought, they were definitely soldiers sent under the scheming of Ryan and that administrator. By now, the story of my trade with the Rubis Merchants must have spread in the small city, and the administrator was surely afraid that his dirty laundry would be exposed because of the lord.
    

    
      “You’re quite something for a youngster,” uttered the person who looked like the boss with a dangerously low voice. At the same time, the group of soldiers began to emanate bloodthirst. Bringing up the lord had definitely provoked them.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk, those who live on taxes paid by the citizens should know some shame. Have you nothing better to do than to play bandit! Shit!”
    

    
      
        Clatter!
      
    

    
      “Shut your mouth!”
    

    
      Upon hearing my brief verbal thrashing, the soldiers began to draw their swords while mounted.
    

    
      ‘Horseback soldiers without any armor on... Will the lord find out if I give them a bit of punishment?’
    

    
      The cavalry had surely left their armor behind somewhere before coming here. Unlike regular soldiers, mounted cavalry were probably a pretty important part of the territory’s fighting force.
    

    
      “Kill him!”
    

    
      “Understood!”
    

    
      As soon as the order from the man at the front came down, one of the mounted soldiers came charging over, urging his horse into a gallop.
    

    
      ‘Don’t make me laugh.’
    

    
      As if trying to kill me with one swing, he swung his sword with a big movement while atop his horse.
    

    
      
        CLANG!
      
    

    
      I put a slight amount of mana into the sword given to me by the chief and met the soldier’s descending sword.
    

    
      “Uwah!”
    

    
      Flop. The sword flew out of his hand from the unexpected parry, and the impact traveled into the soldier’s body at the same time, sending him rolling to the ground.
    

    
      Bam! Unable to gather his bearings after falling down, the soldier took a low kick to the head from me and fainted.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      The soldiers let out cries of surprise as they witnessed their colleague get eliminated by a single exchange.
    

    
      “So there was something more to you. Huhu, it still doesn’t change the fact that you will be finished here today.”
    

    
      “Who says? Mate, do you have the balls?”
    

    
      I imitated a cocky thug’s mannerisms to provoke the guy who looked like the leader.
    

    
      ‘This guy is a knight.’ 
    

    
      Not only was the angered man giving orders to the other soldiers, but traces of mana were also flowing from his body.
    

    
      “Kill him!” came the order again.
    

    
      
        Neeeeeighh! Ba-ba-dum ba-ba-dum!
      
    

    
      Three of the soldiers that were lined up about 10 meters away galloped towards me.
    

    
      ‘Should I get a bit more serious now?’
    

    
      I could take care of them no problem with my sword, too, but I hadn’t yet shown them the main course—my magic.
    

    
      “Magic Arrow!”
    

    
      Flash! As the simple 2nd Circle attack spell incantation rang out, ten magic arrows were formed in the air. According to the Law of Mana, the number of arrows would increase in proportion to the circles possessed by the caster.
    

    
      “Fall down!”
    

    
      Even as they charged, the soldiers were shocked by the sudden appearance of magic arrows sparkling ivory-white in the air. I concentrated a little and guided the arrows towards their bodies.
    

    
      
        Woosh! Bababam!
      
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      “Gah!”
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      After taking full-on blows from magic arrows the thickness of an arm, the soldiers dropped like flies from their horses. Since they didn’t even have any armor on, a few of their ribs were probably destroyed at the very least.
    

    
      ‘These guys, I wonder if they have medical insurance?’
    

    
      I wasn’t the one getting injured, but I was seriously worried. As ever, I was the friendly Kang Hyuk.
    

    
      “M-Mage!”
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      “H-how come a mage is...?”
    

    
      The sixteen soldiers remaining simultaneously shouted ‘mage’ as they stared at me with fearful gazes. 
    

    
      “Wh-which magic tower does the esteemed mage belong to?” asked the person who I thought was a knight with a trembling voice.
    

    
      ‘Magic tower? Is he talking about the magic tower Master Bumdalf lived in?’
    

    
      “There’s nothing like that. Have you heard of this? I’m a mage from the GED.”
    

    
      
        [TN: High school equivalency exam.]
      
    

    
      “Gee-ee-dee?”
    

    
      There was no way he’d know what that meant. The knight repeated the unfamiliar acronym. Then, his face suddenly reddened with the realization that I was making fun of him.
    

    
      “You damn bastard!”
    

    
      As if to prove that he was a knight, he jumped from his horse, swinging his sword.
    

    
      ‘Slow.’ Compared to the demon beast I caught, the knight’s movements were unbearably slow.
    

    
      “Ha!” 
    

    
      I majored in magic, but these days, double-majoring was a popular trend. I thrusted my sword at the knight’s lower body as I cut off his charge.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      He was only looking out for magic, but a sword flew his way instead. Caught off guard, the knight hastened to pull back his sword and defend.
    

    
      ‘Aura Blade!’
    

    
      For the first time since coming to this world, I was able to admire someone else’s Aura Blade.
    

    
      
        Cl-cl-clang!
      
    

    
      ‘Oi, what kind of Aura Blade is this?’
    

    
      Contrary to my anticipation, the knight’s thin and fragile Aura Blade sputtered out and disappeared as soon as it clashed with mine. His body stiffened, and in that moment of vulnerability, an intense kick came flying his way.
    

    
      
        BAM!
      
    

    
      “Guhh... guh!”
    

    
      Taking a mana-charged blow to his side, he struggled to breathe, his face turning blue, and his body going stiff in pain.
    

    
      Pang. A light roundhouse kick easily finished him off.
    

    
      ‘Count your lucky stars that you met a 21st century archmage who knows the value of life.’
    

    
      Frothing from the mouth after eating my powerful kick, the knight passed out.
    

    
      “Dismount.”
    

    
      The soldiers had gone pale, like puppies who had just lost their mother. I ordered them to dismount.
    

    
      “Fire Ball!”
    

    
      Fwooooooosh! What these headless chickens needed right now wasn’t medication, but a thrashing. I floated a Fire Ball the size of a person in front of me.
    

    
      “UWAAH!”
    

    
      “P-please spare us, esteemed mage!”
    

    
      It was impossible to tell who did it first. The remaining soldiers scrambled to throw down their weapons, dismount from their horses and prostrate themselves.
    

    
      ‘They’re acting like cornered chickens.’
    

    
      The sight before me showed me what kind of image a mage held for a regular soldier. Not a single soldier acted out of line as they laid low, smashing their heads into the ground.
    

    
      “Did the Administrator send you?” I asked lightly.
    

    
      “Y-yes.”
    

    
      A person who looked like a senior among the soldiers raised his head slightly and carefully responded.
    

    
      “Does the Viscount know that you guys are doing such bad things?”
    

    
      “Th-that is...”
    

    
      The Lord was probably in the dark. From what I could tell, the viscount who was the lord of Fiore wasn’t that kind of person.
    

    
      “All of you, strip. Lay down your weapons and take off the tops of your clothing! Now!”
    

    
      The soldiers were dumbfounded by my sudden command.
    

    
      “Move, move, move! Do you wanna be turned into Fire Ball roasted chickens?!” 
    

    
      In my second year of middle school, as a group, we experienced a Marine Corps boot camp first-hand. The mannerisms of the instructor who had driven us crazy back then were a big help now.
    

    
      “U-understood!”
    

    
      “We’re taking them off! We’re doing it!”
    

    
      Perfectly subdued by me, the soldiers took off their dagger, various military items and their tops.
    

    
      “Strip everything from the guys over there who are unconscious!”
    

    
      “Yessir!”
    

    
      The men moved in perfect tandem, as if they had become my faithful little soldiers.
    

    
      ‘How much money is that?’
    

    
      These mounted soldiers suddenly delivered me a tasty bundle of income. Wearing a smile of satisfaction, I became emotional at the beautiful comradeship of these men stripping each other.
    

    
      

    

    
      “K-Kyre, where did these horses come from?”
    

    
      “Did you finally wake up? You must have been very tired from the way you suddenly collapsed.”
    

    
      I drove the rattling carriage, heading back to the village. The road was pretty clear, so even without Hans, the village was getting closer. After waking up from the Sleep spell, Hans was alarmed by the sight of the weapons in the back and the string of horses trailing behind us.
    

    
      “Kyre, where did those bandits go? And these horses...?”
    

    
      “Ah, those guys? Turned out they weren’t bandits, but honest and pious men of charity. After telling them the story of the poor Luna Village, they gave us their horses as well as their weapons and even the clothes on their back. I couldn’t believe there would be such people in this heartless world.”
    

    
      “I-is that true?”
    

    
      “Hans, have you ever seen me tell a lie? If they really were bandits, do you think we would be able to return to the village completely unharmed?”
    

    
      “Th-that may be the case, but...”
    

    
      “I see the village!”
    

    
      “Already?”
    

    
      While Hans was sleeping, I cast Lighten on the carriage and sped across the plains along with the horses. I didn’t want to grapple with monsters late in the night after the sun had set.
    

    
      “Hans~!!”
    

    
      “Hans and Kyre have returned!”
    

    
      Because most of the villagers had 20/20 hawk vision, the ones on lookout duty saw us from afar and loudly greeted us.
    

    
      “Hans, I told you, right? Until the merchants come, don’t say a word.”
    

    
      “A-alright, got it.”
    

    
      The goods on the carriage alone were more than enough for the villagers to rejoice. When the Rubis Merchants arrived tomorrow, that joy would be multiplied manifold. 
    

    
      ‘Shall we enjoy a proper meal today?’ 
    

    
      More than anything, I was eagerly anticipating Cecil’s dinner. We had acquired all sorts of seasonings and kitchen supplies at the castle, after all.
    

    
      “Daaad! Kyre!”
    

    
      The gate to the village opened and Deron, who had been itching for our return, came running over. Behind him, the hopeful villagers appeared one by one. 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Shall we hold a tuna party today?”
    

    
      It was the second day after returning to the village. Twenty sturdy horses and the small gifts loaded in the carriage had sent the village into a festive mood. Because they had been living in such poverty, they were deeply moved even by small gifts.
    

    
      Today was the day the merchants would arrive. They should have left the castle sometime yesterday, so Jamir would come with the goods this afternoon at the latest.
    

    
      ‘The chief will probably lose it, right?’
    

    
      The chief was unable to hide his shock after hearing that we had only paid the taxes without being able to buy the potions, and then we’d bought the horses. If the rumor I heard was to be believed, the sound of sighing flowing endlessly like music could be heard from outside his house.
    

    
      “Let’s earn big time and let Jamir get the holy water. He looked like a merchant who knew how to honor a favor, so even if I’m not there, he’ll look after the village.”
    

    
      For that to happen, I needed to properly fish up a bunch of madir today.
    

    
      “My mana is charged up. The rest is figuring out how I should deal with the sea monsters and safely transport the tuna...”
    

    
      The fishing spot was around 1 km away from the beach. Even now, the tuna that were leaving for a long journey on their migration cycle were flopping out of the water, taunting me. These tuna, which only visited the waters in front of the village for three months out of the year, were apparently at their prime right now.
    

    
      “There they come.”
    

    
      While I was watching the sea, thinking hard about the school of tuna, I saw a group of people approaching from far away. The goods I had ordered were enough for the villagers to live like kings for a year. There were at least a hundred carriages because of all the grain. All those carriages were appearing in a line on the horizon.
    

    
      “Kya, sure is worthwhile to work up a sweat. I’m not even envious of the platinum card Master gave me.” 
    

    
      I had only lived a few months in my master’s home continent, but the thought that I had done something huge for someone else with a little exertion made me proud. In Korea, I was just a kid who could study well, but here, I was a big shot in charge of a whole village.
    

    
      
        Gong, gong, gong!
      
    

    
      “S-someone is coming!”
    

    
      “Everyone, come here!”
    

    
      They must have spotted the carriages from the village lookout tower because a noisy bell began to ring and the villagers moved frantically. Only monsters would come looking for Luna Village. Unbeknownst to them, welcome guests were coming for their sakes.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Wh-what’s all this...?”
    

    
      “Wow! Pigs and cows!”
    

    
      “Is that all wheat?!”
    

    
      “This is good quality leather armor!”
    

    
      As if a market was set up, all the villagers gathered outside. Dozens of tough-looking mercenaries and merchants were also there, but the villagers were completely occupied, feasting their eyes on the enormous pile of goods that they’d never seen before. They had probably never even seen such an enormous amount in their lives. 
    

    
      “Our—our village only has potatoes and barley to trade. We do have a few horses, but... they’re not ours...”
    

    
      Unable to tear his eyes from the various good-quality goods in front of Jamir, the toothless chief was thinking fast. He was probably agonizing currently about what he should buy with a few bags of potatoes.
    

    
      “So you’ve come, Jamir!”
    

    
      “Where were you, coming so late?”
    

    
      Jamir, who was making a difficult face at the chief and the villagers’ hungry gazes, was delighted to see me. He might be a manager of a big merchant group, but it must have burdened him to acquire goods on a tab.
    

    
      “I can trust the quality of the goods, right?”
    

    
      “Young Kyre, your family’s motto was ‘Honesty,’ wasn’t it?”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s correct.”
    

    
      Jamir asked about the Kang family motto with a joking glint in his eye. “Our merchant group’s business motto is to trade only with the honest. I believe in your conscience.”
    

    
      ‘Woah, my conscience?’
    

    
      Even I couldn’t trust my own lawless conscience sometimes. Jamir, who boldly stated that he trusted my conscience, was truly not an easy opponent.
    

    
      “Kyre, do you know these people?” asked the chief, looking at me with surprise as I spoke naturally with the merchant group’s leader.
    

    
      “The goods will be granted every time I get a madir.”
    

    
      Jamir shoved a wedge in the contract.
    

    
      “Of course. But if you’re satisfied, you will give us an extra bonus, right?”
    

    
      Jamir had trusted me and taken quite the risk. He was the first person to invest in me in the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      “Those who do not betray our trust will always be top customers of our Rubis Merchant Group.”
    

    
      There was no need to say much.
    

    
      “Then shall we go check the goods?”
    

    
      “Wh-what, did you already catch them?” stammered Jamir, startled by my words.
    

    
      “Shouldn’t you know that a fish is all about freshness if you’re a merchant?”
    

    
      “That’s true, but...”
    

    
      “Let’s head to the back of the village. I’m in a good mood, so I’ll catch them real quick for you.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about right now? What will be granted and what’s getting passed over?” The chief was wearing an expression that said he was going crazy with curiosity.
    

    
      Behind him, only Hans was following the situation and nodding.
    

    
      “Let us go.”
    

    
      In any case, it was impossible to catch madir without using magic. Moreover, I would have to use the peak of the offensive 4th Circle spells today, so there was no way to keep the villagers in the dark.
    

    
      “Wait, before that, there’s a respected person who wants to meet you.”
    

    
      “Excuse me? A respected person who wants to meet me?”
    

    
      ‘Respected person?’
    

    
      There weren’t many people Jamir would refer to with such honorifics. And there wasn’t anyone among them who would come looking for me.
    

    
      “Open the carriage door.”
    

    
      “Yes, Manager.”
    

    
      Jamir’s assistant, Terrison, responded energetically and ran to one of the carriages.
    

    
      ‘Who is the person receiving such respect from the merchants?’
    

    
      My curiosity was reaching its climax—it was comparable to the amount of curiosity the chief must be feeling.
    

    
      “We have arrived. Please exit.”
    

    
      Ker-chunk. Terrison opened the carriage door with a careful pose.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      ‘A... a woman?’
    

    
      A clear, pleasant voice came from within the carriage. Then, a white leather shoe stepped onto the carriage’s foothold.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      The sight of the woman descending from the foothold as sunlight shone down on her shocked me to the core.
    

    
      ‘A-Aramis!’
    

    
      It was her. Surprisingly enough, the person who had followed Jamir to Luna Village was Aramis, the apprentice priestess of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran.
    

    
      “I thank the God of Fate, Romero, for allowing us to meet again.”
    

    
      Everything was connected to the gods here on the Kallian Continent. Aramis approached me and greeted me with an elegant and dignified movement, like a noblewoman.
    

    
      “It... it is an honor for me as well to see you again.”
    

    
      ‘Seriously, what is going on!’
    

    
      Wanting to see me, Aramis had followed the merchants all this way. This woman, who looked holy enough to ride a unicorn in a parade of animal friends, was smiling widely at me.
    

    
      ‘My heart, why are you racing like this?’
    

    
      Just looking at Aramis’ holy beauty made my heart grow warm. My heart was busy pumping away like a senseless idiot.
    

    
      “OOOOHHHHHH! GODS ABOVE!”
    

    
      “For—for a Priestess of Neran to come here...!”
    

    
      “Sob! Oh Goddess of Mercy, Neran!”
    

    
      Thump, thump. While I was lost in confusion, all the villagers, including the chief, drew crosses and fell to their knees.
    

    
      ‘F-for them to react like this...’
    

    
      The sight of her had inspired so much emotion that the villagers were sobbing as they busily drew crosses.
    

    
      “I apologize. And I love you all. For you, her faithful servants, Holy Neran is... crying tears of joy right now.”
    

    
      Upon seeing the devotion of the simple villagers towards the Goddess of Mercy, jewel-like tears that sparkled like the sun fell from Aramis’ eyes. It wasn’t just the villagers, but also the merchants and mercenaries who were making positions of devotion.
    

    
      ‘So this is true faith.’
    

    
      A servant who understood the heart of God and the lambs who longed for God. Seeing the huge contrast with the corrupt religions tainted by greed in the 21st century made me emotional.
    

    
      “Why did you come with Sister Aramis?”
    

    
      Until now, no priest had ever come here, but now, a passionate meeting was unfolding between the villagers who held God in their hearts and a priestess of Neran. Jamir was quietly watching with a satisfied expression. Turning to him, I surreptitiously asked him what was going on.
    

    
      “Didn’t you tell me to get potions?”
    

    
      “No, what do potions have to do with the priestess? In the end, she’s just an apprentice priestess,” I retorted, falling back on the common sense I knew.
    

    
      “You didn’t know? Sister Aramis here is the one who makes the potions of the Neran Temple.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      ‘No wonder there’s such a halo around her.’
    

    
      “Kyre, consider yourself very lucky. From what I can see, Sister Aramis is the person possessing the greatest holy power amongst the current holy figures. If someone like her came this far because she wanted to see you, then your path forward will be filled with the blessing of God,” Jamir said, looking at me enviously.
    

    
      “Ahem, I’m quite a lucky person, it’s true.”
    

    
      I didn’t feel like being modest. The goddess Aramis was caressing God’s lambs with a hand filled with blessings. A part of my chest grew warm at the thought that she had come to see me.
    

    
      ‘A mobile general hospital. Perfect.’
    

    
      It wasn’t a bad thing to know a few holy ones and priests who could cure most diseases with holy power. Moreover, if they were female priests that were this beautiful, I would welcome them with both hands.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “You see the tuna—I mean madir, over there?”
    

    
      “I do see them, but... how do you plan on catching them without a ship?”
    

    
      The burly mercenaries lined the 2.5 meter long, 1 meter wide magic refrigerators neatly on the beach. Then the villagers, merchants, Aramis and mercenaries followed my finger and looked at the tuna that were flopping out of the water as they swam through the ocean.
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter how I catch them, right?”
    

    
      “Right. But how will you do that...”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, you’ll find out when you see.’
    

    
      I didn’t really want to boast about my skills, but it couldn’t be helped anymore.
    

    
      “Kyre, why did you agree to such a difficult thing...?”
    

    
      Having heard the gist of the previous conversations, the chief was looking at me with a regretful gaze. No matter how hard he thought of it, it would be impossible for this white-haired chief—no, everyone here, to see the solution I had in mind.
    

    
      ‘Aramis, don’t smile at me like that.’
    

    
      Only one person was different. As if knowing something, Aramis was wearing a mysterious smile and gazing at me with glittering eyes.
    

    
      “Do not disappoint me.”
    

    
      Unable to figure out the answer no matter how much he racked his brains, Jamir’s expression hardened.
    

    
      ‘Was he always getting deceived?’
    

    
      But, well, even I had to admit that I wouldn’t believe a person like me.
    

    
      “Kyre, q-quickly apologize. If you do something wrong—Oh, oh, oh!” Hans stopped mid-approach.
    

    
      “FLY!”
    

    
      Gathering mana with a breath, the mana arose from my body. With the incantation I had memorized, my body lifted lightly into the air.
    

    
      “M-mage!”
    

    
      “Kyre is a mage?!”
    

    
      “H-how can this be!”
    

    
      As I flew on the wind towards the ocean, the scene on the ground erupted into chaos. Anyone who wasn’t surprised by the truth that the ordinary person who had lived amongst them was a mage would be a druggie addicted to tranquilizers.
    

    
      ‘Kuku, look forward to it, everyone! I’ll show you a real lightning show today!’
    

    
      It was for this exhilaration that one lived as a mage. I had absolutely no desire to learn magic and eke out an ordinary, boring life. Life was about living well if you had the fortune, and vice versa. I was a true man of culture who knew how to enjoy life.
    

    
      ‘UHAHAHAHAHA!’
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘To think he was a mage...?’
    

    
      From the moment they first met, he knew with his merchant’s intuition that Kyre was no ordinary man. From his unordinary appearance that couldn’t possibly come from a small territory’s backcountry village, to his unbridled, natural actions that resembled a noble family’s heir and eyes that sparkled with intelligence—there was more to the young man than it seemed. 
    

    
      On top of that, he even had the ability to understand and utilize human psychology at a level that outshone merchants. The black-haired young man named Kyre was more than enough to awe Jamir, someone who would one day become the next head of the Rubis Merchants.
    

    
      But that person, that young man, was a mage.
    

    
      ‘Using Fly magic that naturally is only possible if one is a master at the 4th Circle. You’re telling me he has conquered the 4th Circle at his age?’ 
    

    
      Before becoming a merchant, Jamir had dreamt of becoming a mage. His fate with magic ended as a mere 2nd Circle assistant mage in the end, but Jamir was well aware. That ascending to the 4th Circle before even reaching twenty years of age was a feat that would shake the annals of magic history.
    

    
      ‘What in the world is your identity, Kyre?’
    

    
      Delighting in everyone’s astonished gazes, Kyre had already reached the part of the ocean where madir were flopping and swimming. His hands were drawing a formula in the air.
    

    
      “LIGHTNING WAVE!!”
    

    
      
        Flash! BZZZZZZTTTTTTTTT!
      
    

    
      “Wooooooooooaahhh!”
    

    
      “It’s magic!”
    

    
      The simple villagers, who were feasting their eyes on the sight of 4th Circle magic for the first time in their lives, cheered with their mouths open in astonishment.
    

    
      “I-impressive!”
    

    
      It took a lot to surprise him, but even Jamir could not help but open his mouth and praise Kyre.
    

    
      The boy was casting the strongest 4th Circle attack magic while simultaneously using Fly.
    

    
      With that level of perfect mana control, it was enough to believe that Kyre wasn’t a mage of the 4th Circle, but a master of the 5th Circle.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Struck by the powerful lightning shock, a mound of tuna flopped belly-up and floated to the surface of the water.
    

    
      ‘One, two... Huhu, fifteen of them in one go... This is awesome.’
    

    
      As expected of the specialty of the AOE 4th Circle Lightning Wave, the tuna were shocked to high heaven. It wasn’t just the tuna, either. From regular fish the size of people to thousands of miscellaneous fishes, the surface of the water was littered with them. 
    

    
      ‘Now the problem is dragging them back...’
    

    
      I wouldn’t break my back like last time, when I struggled so much to catch a tuna for the first time. If you didn’t learn and grow, you couldn’t call yourself a human, lord of all creatures. You’d be no better than a monkey.
    

    
      ‘I have around half of my mana left. As expected from the strongest of the 4th Circle offensive spells.’
    

    
      Controlling my mana while maintaining Fly wasn’t as easy as I thought. Any other 4th Circle mage would have had their hands full just controlling the mana for Fly.
    

    
      ‘The next spell is Wind Fan.’
    

    
      Next up was the 2nd Circle spell, Wind Fan. It was a low circle spell, but dragging the tuna 1 km to the beach was no easy matter. Luckily, the ocean was at high tide, so this spell was worth a try.
    

    
      “Wind Fan!”
    

    
      In order to catch the tuna, I had racked my brain to combine these spells. Because I had memorized it beforehand, the spell was cast with just an incantation.
    

    
      Woooooooosh! Before the tuna could float away, a gust of wind gathered them to one side. Then, the tuna and the school of unconscious fishes were pushed according to my will towards the beach.
    

    
      ‘Perfect! I really am a genius! Kukuku!’
    

    
      Who would think to catch a huge tuna without a single boat? Having become the captain of a one-man fishing vessel, I was once again overjoyed by the endless versatility of magic.
    

    
      ‘Today, I’ll give everyone here a memory they’ll never forget! Festival! We’re gonna have a festival!’
    

    
      Just like how a person couldn’t just live on rice alone, events like festivals were absolute necessities to break up the boredom of daily life. That was even more applicable for these villagers, who had never had a proper taste of life’s joys ever since they were born. I wanted to grant them a memory they would never forget even on their deathbed.
    

    
      ‘Eh? But what’s this energy?’
    

    
      While I was anticipating a festival and happily dragging along the tuna, I suddenly felt an uncomfortable energy.
    

    
      “Ah! Th-those are—!”
    

    
      Even as I pushed the school of tuna and fish nicely along, decently-sized fish kept disappearing into the ocean, leaving clouds of blood floating to the surface. Underneath swam black silhouettes. They were definitely those sea monsters I had only heard about.
    

    
      ‘Dammit! Da fuq is this?’
    

    
      Using 21st century words frequently uttered by kids when they encountered an unexpected situation, I felt my mood tanking. I had caught these fish with difficulty, but these sea monsters were stealing my catch without breaking a sweat. Because of these guys, I felt like I could finally understand how the villagers must feel as they looked straight at the fish swimming in the ocean without being able to do a thing.
    

    
      ‘Aarrgh! How frustrating!’
    

    
      After regular fish disappeared one by one, even one of the decently-sized tuna sank down into the depths. But there was no way to attack the culprits. Consecutive use of magic had dropped my mana to just a third left. If I tried casting magic to get rid of the monsters, I would most certainly end up dropping from the air like a puppet with its strings cut.
    

    
      ‘Gods above! Have you no conscience?! If it’s this hard to do something nice for once, who would ever throw coins into the charity pot?!?!’
    

    
      There were still 500 meters until I reached the beach. While I slowly pushed everything over, the tuna would be devoured without even leaving a bone behind. I stared into the sky as I let loose my resentment towards the gods ruling this world.
    

    
      
        PAAAAAAA!
      
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      As if responding to my earnest complaint, a holy energy suddenly spread over the waves.
    

    
      “A divine blessing!”
    

    
      “OHH! The power of purification from Holy Neran’s hand!”
    

    
      Hearing surprised cries from the beach, I turned my head.
    

    
      And then, I saw it.
    

    
      The sight of a woman raising both hands in earnest prayer.
    

    
      ‘Aramis...’
    

    
      She looked like an angel bringing peace on earth. Even from far away, I could see it very clearly: a sacred aura was flowing from her body like the brilliance of the sun’s rays.
    

    
      Kyaaaakkk! As the holy energy washed over the sea, the monsters who were enjoying the free buffett shrieked as they suddenly disappeared.
    

    
      ‘So this is the power of God.’
    

    
      This was yet another level of difference from the sight of the shamans on Earth who lit incense and waved their fans. I was able to see why the people here believed in the gods so earnestly. 
    

    
      ‘Keuu, but why do I keep thinking of her!’
    

    
      The pretty Ye-rin was waiting for me on Earth, but my head was filled with Aramis’ beautiful figure and holy face.
    

    
      That was definitely the fault of hormones, the hormones of a male panther who hadn’t yet found his match!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “The madir... are coming over!”
    

    
      “It’s—it’s FISH! Fish!!”
    

    
      To exaggerate, just like how the illegitimate son Hong Gil-dong couldn’t call his father ‘Father’ and his brother ‘Brother,’ the villagers of Luna Village could not call a fish a fish. The villagers had only been able to taste the unlucky fish that were pushed ashore during stormy weathers. They were currently busy losing their wits at the sight of all the madir and the thousands of fishes that were floating towards them.
    

    
      
        [TN: Hong Gil-dong is a fictional illegitimate son of a minister. His story is the Korean version of Robin Hood.]
      
    

    
      “Mercenaries, quickly pick out the madir! Terrison, slice their necks and drain the blood! The life of a madir is its freshness!”
    

    
      Jamir knew very well that it was no time to sit around cheering. He rallied the blankly staring mercenaries and merchants under his employment.
    

    
      ‘They’re all top quality without a single scratch! At the very least, I can get 200 Gold per fish!’
    

    
      If the madir were caught at this speed, the merchant group could secure a huge profit. If that happened, the merchant group that was currently struggling because of madir would most certainly put even more importance on Jamir.
    

    
      ‘Kyre, thank you.’
    

    
      The eccentric young man, Kyre, whose identity was unknown...
    

    
      “Hahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Delighted for whatever reason, he was laughing energetically as he soared freely in the sky with Fly.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 14: Fly with Her!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Oh dear, my joints.”
    

    
      Thanks to the holy blessing, the sea monsters didn’t appear again. After recharging myself again with my mana breathing technique, I went madir hunting again. At some point, I began to falter, and as mana left my body, my stamina was worn down.
    

    
      Flop. As soon as I brought the last of the captured tuna to the beach, I collapsed to the ground.
    

    
      ‘I’m gonna die. Any more than this, and I’ll die.’
    

    
      I couldn’t even remember how many I caught anymore. After all, bolstered by their cheers, I had cast magic after magic like some valiant hero. As their cheers amplified, my mana and stamina had gone down little by little, and the hundred or so magic refrigerators Jamir brought were being swiftly transported to the beach by carriage.
    

    
      “How regretful... it would have been better if you had caught just a few more.”
    

    
      ‘Holy! Just take a look at this guy!’
    

    
      There was a saying that a human’s greed had no limits, and that statement applied directly to Jamir. Instead of worrying about me, who’d been beaten down by manual labor, he was sighing in regret about the tuna that was still flopping about in the ocean.
    

    
      That was because those tuna were piles of money waiting to be captured by a single move of mine. If I were him, I’d want to move without rest like a machine, too.
    

    
      ‘He’s not even giving me an energy drink... sue me!’
    

    
      Even breathing was arduous right now. The sun, as bright red as a pomegranate, had sunk low into the ocean, and my sweaty body was doused in a satisfying sense of fatigue.
    

    
      At that moment, I heard Aramis’ lovely voice behind me. “Recovery.”
    

    
      
        Shalalalala.
      
    

    
      ‘Woah!’
    

    
      A cool energy fell onto my whole body like gently falling snowflakes. Although my body had felt so fatigued that it was a bother to even move my head, my vitality suddenly began to surge up.
    

    
      ‘Score!’
    

    
      Was this the taste of a top-grade fatigue recovery drug? I felt so energetic again that I felt as if a night hunt was possible.
    

    
      “You’ve worked hard,” Aramis said with full sincerity, even though I hadn’t worked for Aramis’ sake. At those words, even all my accumulated stress flew away.
    

    
      ‘So this is the power of a priestess.’
    

    
      It felt as if there would be nothing more to envy as long as you had one well-raised priestess by your side. No matter how much you ran around, with just one Recovery, you would be restored to perfect condition again. You wouldn’t even fear a hundred-man Energizer bunny army.
    

    
      “Kyre, you seem like a very hard-working person. It’s as if there’s no tomorrow.”
    

    
      The beach was currently a battlefield because besides the prized madir, the rest of the catch was the villagers’ share. Whether it was madir or regular fish, they were all valuable consumables once dried in the sun, so the starved villagers were busy gathering all the fish. As I was watching them, Aramis spoke from behind me.
    

    
      ‘Me?’
    

    
      She had it completely wrong. The reason why I poured my blood, sweat, and tears today wasn’t because there was no tomorrow, but because I was trying to finish something I was going to do anyway in one go. This was something I would have had to do anyway. When it’s time to do something, do it thoroughly, and when it’s time to play, play thoroughly-- that was my motto.
    

    
      A person should live to the fullest until the day breathed their last, after all.
    

    
      “It’s very admirable. To know God’s sentiment so well though even priests cannot see through Him... Kyre, I am sure that you are an emissary delivered unto us from God.”
    

    
      ‘Wut? That’s not right...’
    

    
      As if I could be some kind of God’s emissary. It’s just that I knew quite a few things from religions in the 21st century and flapped my mouth a little that one time.
    

    
      “All things are a projection of your heart... That saying is something I shall never, ever forget, Kyre,” Aramis said, her voice sweet to the ear.
    

    
      My physical fatigue was gone, but suddenly, I felt a wave of sleepiness. For a moment, I thought maybe the kind-looking and kind-spirited sister from next door was singing me a lullaby.
    

    
      ‘Oh great Monk Won-hyo!’
    

    
      How else could I have been able to deliver such an immortal saying?
    

    
      ‘I’m sleepy. I just wanna take a nice long nap.’
    

    
      Before I knew it, the sun had set and stars began to sparkle one by one in the sky. I had the feeling that tonight would be a night to remember.
    

    
      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Here, here! Please eat to your heart’s content!”
    

    
      “Uhaha! I never knew such a happy day would come in my life.”
    

    
      “Our Kyre is the brother I look up to most in the world! You guys, you’re done for if you call him pervert panties bro in the future!”
    

    
      ‘Th-this brat!’
    

    
      Deron would bring that up every time I was about to forget about it.
    

    
      Charcoal fires were scattered here and there, with skewered boar and madir, which only nobles could eat, roasting on spits. Thanks to Jamir, who brought quite a lot of the beer I had ordered, the villagers, mercenaries, and merchants were all excitedly eating and drinking at the feast.
    

    
      “Kya, I never even imagined a day would come when I could eat madir ‘til I burst.”
    

    
      “Eat! Eat! Eat lots! There’s no knowing when such a day will come again, after all!”
    

    
      Even after reserving the best stuff, there were still tons of madir. Since all 100 or so magic refrigerators that Jamir had brought were filled to the brim, there was nothing one could do but to throw a large-scale madir party.
    

    
      ‘With red pepper sauce... soy sauce, wasabi... argh, as sushi...’
    

    
      Roasted tuna dripping with fat wasn’t bad either, but sushi and sashimi suited my taste better.
    

    
      
        Gulp gulp.
      
    

    
      What soothed my regret while eating the omega-3 rich grilled tuna was the taste of the refreshing beer. The words ‘so good it’ll bring you to tears’ were perfect for such an occasion.
    

    
      “Kyre, I’m able to eat as much madir as I want for the first time in a while thanks to you. I’m truly grateful.” His face reddened with the blush of alcohol, Jamir thanked me.
    

    
      ‘If you’re thankful, gimme money. You’ve played the role of a corrupt captain all the way until now, jeez!’ Even knowing that this was an insanely profitable matter, I still couldn’t forget Jamir’s evil disposition as he looked at me like a wicked captain.
    

    
      “Kyre, it seems that you truly have a special power. A strange power that brings joy to those next to you.”
    

    
      It wasn’t to the level of admiration, but the look in Jamir’s eyes was one that said I could be of use to him. He didn’t even hide it.
    

    
      “But isn’t it about time to settle the calculation?”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, I wonder just how much I earned today?’
    

    
      We’d agreed on 50 Gold pieces per fish. I’d caught roughly 100 top-grade tuna. I calculated that I’d get 5,000 Gold as my payment at the very least.
    

    
      “Our fortune this time was truly great. The month of the Sapphire Festival is upon us and the madir have been nigh uncatchable... it’s difficult to chance upon a situation so intensely tuned to the law of supply and demand.” Rather than making the calculation, Jamir just kept rambling on. “If other magicians were as flexible as you, madir hunting wouldn’t be this hard, but... as soon as they become 4th Circle mages, they become so proud and don’t ever do dangerous or difficult work anymore...”
    

    
      Jamir went on a monologue filled with either regret or rage. According to him, once you entered the 4th Circle, you could live a cushy life as a mage in service of royalty or a territory.
    

    
      ‘I wouldn’t do this either, if I were them.’
    

    
      Madir hunting was exactly the embodiment of the 3Ds-- Difficult, Dangerous, and Dirty. It was pretty easy to catch them if you were a 5th Circle mage, but what kind of 5th Circle mage would go do such a thing, as if they had nothing better to do? Mages who would be pretty much the top of the food chain in Korea and enjoyed positions of money and honor wouldn’t go out of their way to catch smelly fish. On top of that, living amongst the fish were also monsters that could make a 5th Circle mage fearful.
    

    
      “If it were you, sir, would you want to catch fish as a 4th Circle mage?”
    

    
      “That is... I wouldn’t either. Who would become a mage only to catch fish. Also, if others knew that you did physical labor for money, your name would be scrubbed out of the list of mages in the magic tower.”
    

    
      ‘See, humans all have the same nature.’
    

    
      Others wouldn’t want to do something I didn’t want to do. Of course, there were occasionally folks who were born with a spirit of sacrifice or people with unique personalities who led by example.
    

    
      “Kyre, but which magic tower do you belong to? To be a 4th Circle mage at your age, the rumors about you would have surely shaken the continent...”
    

    
      Jamir looked at me suspiciously.
    

    
      ‘You’ll get hurt if you know, dude.’
    

    
      “I am on a secret mission.” I’d just be seen as a lunatic if I said I came from another world.
    

    
      With a nod to my statement that it was a secret mission, Jamir began pulling out the numbers. “The total amount for 106 madir is 5,300 Gold. The cost for the goods you requested, 752 Gold. The net payment is 4,548 Gold.”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, 4,548 Gold!’
    

    
      As expected, it was a respectable sum of about 5,000. Compared to the effort it took, it couldn’t be anything but an enormous amount.
    

    
      “Jamir, is it maybe possible to acquire a territory?”
    

    
      “Territory? Did you just say territory?”
    

    
      “Yes. For the size, a length of about 3-4 days on horseback would be nice.”
    

    
      “Are you... a noble?” asked Jamir carefully.
    

    
      “No. I’m not.”
    

    
      “What, but to speak of a territory....?” Jamir had a puzzled look on his face.
    

    
      ‘Just like in fantasy novels, I guess you can only get a territory if you receive a noble peerage.’ I knew that, but I still needed to confirm it.
    

    
      “To be fair, it doesn’t seem like an impossible matter for you. Once one becomes a 5th Circle mage, one can receive a baron title from a decent kingdom. However... a noble granted a peerage and a noble governing a territory is different. Becoming a lord of a territory is a restricted matter, and the inheritance of property isn’t something that a king or even emperor can meddle with at will. Only in cases of betrayal or long-standing unpaid taxes would the ownership of a territory move hands.”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, being a mage is really the best!’
    

    
      “Of course, there are sometimes those among the nobles who sell their territories due to taxes or immense debt... since those are baronies, they’re small territories. Even so, it would cost around 300 thousand to 500 thousand Gold.”
    

    
      “It’s not as much as I thought.”
    

    
      “Not, not as much?” At my light remark, Jamir’s eyes widened in surprise. 
    

    
      ‘I, Kang Hyuk, wouldn’t give up at such a paltry amount.’ On Earth, I was like a crown prince who had used an unlimited card. 300 thousand or 500 thousand, such a sum didn’t even enter my ears.
    

    
      “Anyway, Jamir, I have a request.”
    

    
      “A request?” Unable to recover from the shock my words had delivered him, Jamir faced me.
    

    
      “This is something I’ve learned from roughly assessing the surroundings, but I don’t think there is anywhere with as many good aspects as Luna Village. The sea is swimming with schools of madir, valuable mushrooms and forageables like sharif and rudi mushrooms can be found all over the mountain, and the people live simple, honest lives. If this place was developed well, wouldn’t it be a great help to the Rubis Merchants?”
    

    
      “Indeed. I’ve also never seen a village with such good conditions. Only... the problem is that the Zarre Mountains are too close. And the demon beasts...”
    

    
      ‘Demon beast? It wasn’t even that strong.’
    

    
      The demon beast hide I’d tossed into some shade on the cliff was drying nicely. Jamir harbored fear towards such a “scary” demon beast.
    

    
      “I have heard they are tricky. If there are many people or someone skilled, they don’t attack often, but they’ll bleed a person weaker than themselves dry. If we were to make use of a village like this among creatures like that...”
    

    
      Like a proper merchant, Jamir considered every possible avenue of opportunity. At least ten minutes passed as he thought. However, it was clear to me-- I had to secure Luna Village a chance for prosperity. I owed it to them for my life.
    

    
      “Would you be able to protect this village for just 5 years?”
    

    
      “5 years... We would need two Grade 1 mercenaries who can use Aura Blade and at least twenty Grade 2 mercenaries. I think the village wall would also need repair, and to become a village large enough to attract merchants to reside there like before, it would cost... at least ten thousand Gold.”
    

    
      ‘Ten thousand Gold? That’s pretty expensive.’
    

    
      “Of course, that doesn’t include the price of priests or the territory taxes.” Looking at Jamir’s expression, it didn’t seem like he was lying.
    

    
      ‘It’s not even a city, but I guess accelerating the growth of a single village costs a considerable amount.’
    

    
      In a short span of time, Jamir was able to calculate costs that I couldn’t even imagine. He was more than worth cooperating with.
    

    
      ‘I don’t have enough money. Since that’s the case...’
    

    
      Now that the cat was out of the bag about me being a mage, I couldn’t stay here anymore. The villagers were already treating me with such caution. Not only that, but if word got out to the territory castle, things would become a pain.
    

    
      “Jamir, would you maybe also purchase demon beast hide?”
    

    
      “D-demon beast hide? Of, of course. If not for its scarcity, demon beast hide is a top priority item that a merchant would shell out jewels for to acquire.”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, it’s good I left it to dry.’
    

    
      “You, you wouldn’t happen to have a demon beast hide, would you?” exclaimed Jamir in surprise, not even paying attention to his surroundings.
    

    
      “What do you call a creature about 3 meters in size, with golden stripes and a face like a panther, and fangs the size of your fist?”
    

    
      “Ta-taveliger! That sounds like a taveliger, the most valuable leather even among demons!”
    

    
      “On top of that, it’s a clean hide with barely any injuries. How much would that be?”
    

    
      Without mentioning that I had one, I fired up Jamir’s insides. ‘So you’re saying it’s a top good that a merchant would bring jewels to buy? Huhuhu.’ My mind was spinning with the possibilities.
    

    
      “For something like that, you could definitely get at least 30 thousand Gold!”
    

    
      ‘Holy hell! 30, 30 thousand!’
    

    
      Considering how easy it had been to catch the taveliger, it was like digging up a hole where a mutt had buried its bone and finding a golden ring. An insane amount of money, 30 thousand Gold, landed into my lap.
    

    
      ‘Should I just drop everything and become a demon beast hunter?’
    

    
      In Kallian Continent, the realm of my master, opportunities to get rich in one fell swoop could be found here and there. To those who had the skill, it was like a treasure-filled Eldorado.
    

    
      “You, you wouldn’t happen to have...” Swallowing his saliva, Jamir’s gaze was just like when he had played the role of a vicious captain.
    

    
      “50 thousand. It’s something I caught with my life on the line, so what’s a mere 30 thousand?”
    

    
      “Holy! So, so it was true! OOHHH! My goodness! Lord Almighty! A taveliger’s hide!”
    

    
      He was happier than when he got the madir.
    

    
      ‘What? Should I have raised the price a bit more?’ Looking at the guy clasping his hands together and praising the gods, I had the feeling that I somehow took a loss.
    

    
      “50 thousand! Alright. I shall buy the taveliger hide at 50 thousand.”
    

    
      ‘Man, he probably would have bought it for 100 thousand.’ Jamir’s true thoughts soon came to light.
    

    
      “I will give you 40 thousand of that Gold. Only, during a time span of 10 years, please restore this village to its former status, no, please nurture it into a village even bigger than before.”
    

    
      “... You’re impressive for such a young person. With 40 thousand Gold, you could live several lifetimes comfortably.”
    

    
      Of course, that was possible too. But my dream wasn’t so trifling.
    

    
      “I will bring it right away,” I said.
    

    
      It was a law that you should repay your debts properly.
    

    
      ‘Now I feel refreshed.’
    

    
      For me, I couldn’t be relieved unless I paid the debts I owed. And when that debt was a debt of life, which couldn’t be calculated in price, it was even more important.
    

    
      ‘Grah! Master!!’
    

    
      Of course, my resentment steadily deepened towards the master who put me in this crappy position. My determination to return to Earth once I become an 8th Circle Archmage and burn that cheating, nasty master’s tower to the ground solidified.
    

    

    
      

    

    
      ‘A-Aramis.’
    

    
      The last I had seen of her, she had been treating the ill villagers and playing with the children. At some point, the priestess Aramis had climbed up the cliff, my playground, without any fear. Having climbed up to clear her head from alcohol and see the ocean, she was standing and gazing at the waves. Emanating sacred aura, her white robe and long hair gently fluttered in the wind as she gazed upon the night ocean, which reflected the densely clustered stars and moon.
    

    
      My previously calm heart suddenly began to thump erratically.
    

    
      ‘How mysterious.’
    

    
      My chest warmed at the sight of the noble priestess, who was somehow able to draw people’s hearts.
    

    
      “How can life born of God be explained? The entirety of the stars, the moon, the sea, and all life combining to make this picture, how can it be explained?”
    

    
      ‘Woah, is she asking me that?’ Aramis asked me such an abstract question, perhaps because she thought I was a high-level philosopher thanks to the one saying ‘All things are a reflection of your heart.’
    

    
      “Beautiful things are beautiful, and ugly things are ugly. Is not the greater problem the mind, which goes beyond that and tries to differentiate beauty, inviting more thoughts about the ugly?”
    

    
      “Beautiful things are beautiful... ugly things are ugly... Haah, so it is.”
    

    
      ‘Master Seongcheol, I apologize.’
    

    
      TL: Master Seongcheol was a key figure in Korean Buddhism. 
    

    
      I totally ripped off his famous saying, ‘Mountain is mountain, water is water.’ If a beautiful woman asked you something and you couldn’t say a single coherent thing, then that meant your preschool education was lacking. Didn’t someone say that in a book? That he had learned everything at preschool.
    

    
      “Everything I see right now, the sky and the sea, are beautiful... everything... also you, Kyre...”
    

    
      ‘Ah!’ Turning her head naturally in front of the sea, Aramis suddenly told me I was beautiful too. ‘Is, is she flirting with me right now? Is she?’
    

    
      This was a puzzling hot potato of a situation. Even though men are animals that wouldn’t say no to ten beauties, to hear such words from such a forward woman, particularly from a priestess sister of the faith who was looking at me with sparkling eyes, I really didn’t know how to interpret the situation.
    

    
      “I heard it from others. That even though you are a mage, you conceal your power, and you don’t shirk dangerous work for the sake of the villagers, who have landed in difficult times. To such a noble spirit of sacrifice, I, a priestess of the Goddess of Mercy, express my utmost admiration.”
    

    
      From beautiful to admiration, such words of praise entered my ears.
    

    
      “N-no, that is...”
    

    
      Upon getting covered in false filigree, I felt pressured. I knew I had done something good, but I didn’t think it was to this degree. And it wasn’t even given for free, but in payment for saving my life.
    

    
      “In the future, with all of God’s grace, until I cross the Lute River into the afterlife, I, Aramis, swear upon God’s name, that I will aid all of your requests. No matter what they shall be.”
    

    
      ‘Ho-how can she say such a thing, to say such a thing means...’
    

    
      Who knows what was going on in her head, but she suddenly swore her aid to me. I couldn’t help but gulp down my saliva. This beauty of legendary proportions, Aramis, promised to fulfill my every request. 
    

    
      ‘Oh man, should I just take this godsend and run?’
    

    
      I felt a little sorry about my parents and friends on Earth, not to mention Yerin, but to leave such a beautiful woman when she liked me too was just ridiculous. Moreover, this place was a land where living was simple as long as you had the skills. The conflict in my heart eased up.
    

    
      ‘No, I can’t. She’s still a priestess of God.’ I was struggling in the valley of conflict, but no matter how you sliced it, Aramis was a sacred priestess in service of God. ‘The world is large and there are many beauties!’
    

    
      I was, after all, still legally a minor who couldn’t be called a full-fledged adult. For the sake of bigger dreams, I swallowed my regret.
    

    
      “I’m grateful for the intent, but I’m sorry.”
    

    
      In any case, Aramis was sworn to God. Upon hearing my words, Aramis bowed her head slightly and expressed her understanding. 
    

    
      “I’m the one who is grateful.”
    

    
      ‘Ah! This fragrance...’
    

    
      As she faced me and slightly bowed, Aramis’ refreshing fragrance drifted towards me on the night wind. It had a mysteriously addictive quality that you could never forget. The seasons had flowed into Fall, but somehow, she radiated the smell of spring flowers. You probably would never need Febreeze if you lived with Aramis.
    

    
      “But what are you doing in such a dangerous place...?”
    

    
      “I suddenly wanted to see the ocean. A view of the ocean from high up rather than at sea level. Hoho, you may not believe me, but when I was young, I dreamed of becoming a Skyknight.”
    

    
      ‘Skyknight? What the heck is that?’
    

    
      “To ride a wyvern and be a Skyknight of the blue skies-- On a night like this, I truly wanted to fly once, but...”
    

    
      ‘Wow, ride a wyvern and be a knight of the blue skies! Damn! Wyverns really exist? And you can even ride them?’
    

    
      I’d never even heard about Skyknights from my master or the villagers. As pure as she was, Aramis would never lie, so I couldn’t help but believe it. For some reason, Aramis had given up on her childhood dream and had become a priestess. No matter how much of a servant of God she may be, currently, all I could see was a human being with her own wishes and dreams.
    

    
      “Would you like to fly?” I spontaneously asked.
    

    
      “Yes. Truly...”
    

    
      Aramis nodded her head as she looked above the waves crashing into the sky.
    

    
      “Then I will fulfill that wish for just a moment.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      At my words, she turned her head and stared at me with her brown eyes. Then she slowly put out her hand. Her eyelashes trembling slightly, Aramis’ face steadily reddened. My hand quietly took hold of her warm hand.
    

    
      “Then, please excuse me.”
    

    
      As if embracing valuable pottery, I took her waist with one hand.
    

    
      “Ah...!” As she fell into my arms, Aramis uttered a low cry.
    

    
      ‘How can she be this thin?’
    

    
      Her thin waist was like the waist of an ant. Even after taking hold with one hand, there was still a big gap on my arm.
    

    
      My heart raced. And her heart was running as fast as my own.
    

    
      “Fly!”
    

    
      I cast Fly, which I had memorized. Today, I had cast Fly magic so much that I should be tired of it, so the spell fell from my lips without a hitch.
    

    
      
        Shaaaaa.
      
    

    
      “My, my body is floating.”
    

    
      I had only cast the spell to the level of Levitation, so as to avoid frightening Aramis. She cried out in surprise as her body floated up.
    

    
      Then, Aramis’ thin arms grasped my neck in fear.
    

    
      ‘Welp!’
    

    
      Completely oblivious, she acted unconsciously. The flexible feeling of the beauty in my arms startled me completely awake.
    

    
      ‘M-mommy!!’
    

    
      I sincerely called out my mother.
    

    
      Flying carefully above the cliffs, we crossed the sky and waves until we arrived above the ocean blue. Then, Aramis expressed her admiration by whispering into my ear with her delicate lips.  “It’s beautiful. This moment...”
    

    
      ‘To me, you’re more beautiful~’ I secretly remarked to myself. 
    

    
      I put more strength into my arms as they held Aramis. And then, this thought occurred to me.
    

    
      It’s really good that I became a mage...
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 15: Showdown with a Skyknight
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Are you leaving?”
    

    
      “H-Hans.”
    

    
      It was two days after Aramis and Jamir’s departure from the village. Having distributed the goods brought in by the merchants, the village was bursting with vitality. As for me, I had woken up before dawn. 
    

    
      ‘How did he know?’
    

    
      My work here was done. I wanted to leave as suddenly as I had appeared, but as soon as I got up, Hans asked me if I was leaving.
    

    
      “Haha! I’m thinking about going on a trip,” I said, putting all my effort into acting like nothing was up and scratching my head. It was my first time actually saying goodbye to someone, so I felt pretty awkward about it.
    

    
      “Only right to do so. You should travel while you’re young... Thank you. If it weren’t for you, this village would have been lost to history.”
    

    
      This usually stoic man suddenly had a lot to say.
    

    
      “This, this is some bread.”
    

    
      ‘Even Cecil...’
    

    
      “How did you know that I would leave?”
    

    
      “Who wouldn’t know after seeing you lost in thought in front of all the food you usually like so much? Even a soulless log would have seen it.”
    

    
      ‘Keh! Because of food!’
    

    
      I tried to leave quietly, but I was caught red-handed because of food.
    

    
      “The weather is still warm, so please eat the bread before the day ends. I’ve put egg in it, so it will go bad easily.”
    

    
      The bread she handed me was made with egg, a white and soft flour bread, very unlike the daily ration of hard barley bread. At some point, Cecil had begun stuffing a small bag full of bread.
    

    
      ‘Tsk.’
    

    
      Hans’ broad smile and regretful expression, Cecil’s sad expression, her face stiff even as she packed the bread... Only the thoughtless kid, Deron, was sleeping peacefully with a loose smile.
    

    
      ‘This is why... Farewells make people sad.’
    

    
      The intent to leave was different from the moment of departure. My heart felt like it had been pierced somewhere. My nose twinged and the corners of my eyes began to sting.
    

    
      “Kyre, we may only know your name, but every villager here has never thought of you as a stranger. No matter where your travels take you, if you become lonely, come back. Think of this place as your home.”
    

    
      Hans looked at me as if I were his departing son.
    

    
      “Yes, please don’t worry. I will come back once my travels are finished. Please stay healthy until then, Hans.”
    

    
      “Alright, you too. Make sure you eat well...”
    

    
      “P-please be careful. Thank you for everything.”
    

    
      Hans’ voice dripped with emotion as he made his last request, and Cecil couldn’t raise her head as she expressed her thanks.
    

    
      “I’m the one who is thankful. Cecil, I’ll bring a present for you next time so please make me something delicious, alright?”
    

    
      “Yes, any time... Please come back. Sob.” Unable to suppress her emotions, Cecil’s face ran with tears.
    

    
      “Give my regards to Deron. Please tell him to become a cool man by the time his bro returns.”
    

    
      “Got it. I’ll be sure to tell him the pervert bro sends regards.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The atmosphere suddenly turned weird thanks to Hans’ joke.
    

    
      “Then, I’ll be back.”
    

    
      “I won’t see you out. There should be a horse tethered next to the village rampart’s gate.”
    

    
      ‘So the villagers knew too.’
    

    
      I wanted to leave without anyone knowing, but it turned out that people could see right through me.
    

    
      On the verge of tears, I opened the door with a strong push.
    

    
      With a woosh, the autumn wind which I couldn’t feel until now came blowing through the opening.
    

    
      ‘Everyone, stay well.’
    

    
      The short but long time in Luna Village was something I cherished. There was no doubt that no matter how long my travels were in the continent, I would never forget my memories here.
    

    
      ‘It all starts now!’ With that thought, I stepped over the threshold and left the house. 
    

    
      At exactly that moment, the red morning sun dawned, as if God were giving me a small blessing on my journey to achieve my dreams and adventures.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Clip clop clip clop!
      
    

    
      “Ack!”
    

    
      Horses looked pretty easy to handle. In the movies, the main characters would handsomely ride horses and shoot guns or wield swords, but in reality, my butt burned every time it hit the saddle.
    

    
      “Stop, you waste of food!”
    

    
      The horse was galloping without a care for its owner’s pain.
    

    
      ‘Oh god, will I get hemorrhoids like this?’
    

    
      Up until leaving the village, I had been so happy. There weren’t that many opportunities to ride a horse in Korea. Only children of rich families would learn horseback riding-- a pleb like me never had a chance to ride one. 
    

    
      So, as a complete beginner with no knowledge of horses, I started riding at full speed. For a while, I rode as landmarks whooshed past us and we rushed along the ground, all the while feeling every stride of the horse. But then, my thighs and butt began to complain.
    

    
      ‘Argh, this is why you need a license.’
    

    
      Having gone out for a drive without a license, I was now facing a crisis, but I could only let my tears fall. I was feeling free in the wind, but in the end, the skin of my thighs was worn right off.
    

    
      Neighing with happiness as I grabbed the reins, the grey beast of a horse came to a stop.
    

    
      “Ow... ow ow ow. How many times does that make today.”
    

    
      It’s lucky that my mana pool was greater than the average mage and also recovered much faster, because otherwise, I would have gone into mana exhaustion at the rate I was using Heal.
    

    
      “Heal!” I muttered, putting my right hand on my bum and gently applying Heal.
    

    
      
        Bzzt!
      
    

    
      Though I turned my head, I wasn’t a giraffe and couldn’t see how injured my butt was, so I could only see the light of the magic.
    

    
      “Ah! That’s refreshing.”
    

    
      It was good I learned magic. Otherwise, my butt would have turned into one giant callus.
    

    
      ‘As expected! Being a mage is the best!’
    

    
      A refreshing and clean feeling flowed around my thighs and butt, and a strange sense of euphoria buzzed down my spine. 
    

    
      “I’m hungry, so shall we eat some bread?”
    

    
      I had left the village at the butt crack of dawn and boldly went on my way. As for the road, well, it was basically just a dirt road covered in grass.
    

    
      ‘Where should I go now... I probably should go into the castle, right?’
    

    
      One of the few important teachings my grandfather had passed down to me was that if a person only did their homework but didn’t review or truly study the material, it would be like going to the toilet and leaving a piece of toilet paper on your bum. ‘I have to settle things with that administrator dude. Only then will he stop messing with the village.’
    

    
      I had entrusted the villages’ safety and development, but this is something I had to take care of myself.
    

    
      Taking bread out of the bag tied up on the saddle, I chewed my food.
    

    
      “Strawberry jam or peanut cream would have been nice.” It couldn’t be compared to the rock-hard barley bread, but he was still a bit regretful. “At least it’s nice and soft.”
    

    
      Having been made with milk drawn from one of the lactating cows Jamir had brought as well as some egg, the bread had its own kind of sweetness. However, my mouth had been spoiled with all kinds of sweets and savory foods, so it hadn’t gotten used to this world yet.
    

    
      “Kya, the weather is great!”
    

    
      Ripping into the bread and taking sips from a wooden flask, I gazed at the sky. There wasn’t a single cloud in the autumn sky, and just looking at it refreshed my spirits.
    

    
      “This sky without a single cloud, it’s the same anywhere. But that one bird in the distance, it sure is coming this way fast. Eh? Is, is that really a bird?”
    

    
      While I was enjoying the autumn sky, I spotted a bird way off in the distance.
    

    
      No, it wasn’t a bird.
    

    
      It was a creature coming towards me with incredible speed.
    

    
      “A-archeopteryx!!” I shouted in shock.
    

    
      The enormous “bird” was undoubtedly something I had seen in dinosaur pictures and a Jurassic-period museum. It had been circling in the sky, but now it was shooting towards my direction on the ground.
    

    
      “Mommy!”
    

    
      A crisis occurred even before I could digest my bread.
    

    
      ‘I have to use some kind of magic! This--! Uwahhh!’
    

    
      My mind raced to find a 4th Circle spell that was good against quickly moving targets. I would bring total shame to my family name if I turned into bird food like this without even leaving a single footprint on this world.
    

    
      “Wind Shield!”
    

    
      Rapidly drawing my mana all at once, a thick 5 meter barrier expanded in the air. I threw enough mana into it that it wouldn’t break with one hit even from an Archeopteryx. 
    

    
      “Ice Spear!”
    

    
      It was a law that you couldn’t just sit around and let yourself get killed. Using a complicated double cast, I summoned a sizable ice spear.
    

    
      ‘Come, you shitty bird!’
    

    
      The Archeopteryx was already only a hundred meters away. Flapping its huge wings and extending its mouth full of sharp teeth, it dropped towards me.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      Thanks to this sudden lightning bolt from the sky, or rather, this sudden Archeopteryx, my mood dropped like a stone from heaven to hell. I couldn’t help but swallow hard. And then, in order to focus on the attack, I narrowed my eyes in concentration.
    

    
      “Holy! Wh-what is that?”
    

    
      While staring at the Archeopteryx look-alike, I happened to see something strange.
    

    
      “P-panties? No, is that armor?”
    

    
      I thought it was a wild animal, but clearly this was the work of man-- draped on the creature’s body was armor made of silver and cloth.
    

    
      “What the! It’s a person!”
    

    
      Then I saw it, at the moment the descending Archeopteryx slightly turned its body-- a person, arrogantly standing atop the creature’s neck while holding something like reins.
    

    
      
        Whooooooshh!
      
    

    
      The armored Archeopteryx and man had appeared so suddenly, but then, coming just 10 meters from my head, the two abruptly turned and flew off into the direction they had come.
    

    
      “Did I just get baited?”
    

    
      After raising my tension to levels of visiting a graveyard at 1 am, the Archeopteryx simply ignored me and went off like that. With speed belying its enormous size, the two had already disappeared high into the sky.
    

    
      “W-wait, could that be... a Skyknight? So that bird isn’t an Archeopteryx, but a wyvern?”
    

    
      Skyknight, the career of dreams for Aramis when she was young. Now I understood.
    

    
      “Woow! To think there’s an air force in this era!” I knew wyverns existed, but I didn’t know they would harness them and organize an air force. “Woo~! That’s killer.”
    

    
      Just the thought of it gave me shivers of excitement. When I was a kid, one of my dreams was to become an air force pilot. But sadly, I gave up on that after learning about their considerably selective physical requirements and the fact that you had to be on constant standby.
    

    
      This existence called a ‘Skyknight’ completely revived these long-lost thoughts. It wasn’t important that a Skyknight had just ridden a wyvern and put me in a dangerous spot. The only thing that occurred to me now was that I absolutely wanted to become a wyvern-riding Skyknight.
    

    
      ‘The only thing I’ve got is time, anyway. I’ve decided! Let’s raise a bird!’
    

    
      In this world, you didn’t even need a national examination or license for piloting. All you had to do was to move according to your passions.
    

    
      
        Thud thud thud thud thud!
      
    

    
      ‘Eh? What’s going on now?’
    

    
      In the middle of daydreaming about myself flying like a cool Skyknight, I suddenly heard urgent hoofbeats.
    

    
      “Wonder where they’re going?”
    

    
      Coming around the curve of the mountain a kilometer away was a group of cavalry. At their head of the fifty or so mounted knights flew a flag. Who knew what got their panties in a bunch, but they were galloping fast across the plains.
    

    
      “Ehhh? Why’re these guys coming towards me again?!”
    

    
      After the wyvern came a troop of knights.
    

    
      “Th-that guy, he’s coming again!” As if he’d been waiting for the cavalry, the wyvern and Skyknight appeared once more from beyond the curve of the mountain. “N-no, it can’t be, right? Surely they’re not all coming just because of me?”
    

    
      There was no reason, so I didn’t think it was possible. But fulfilling an ominous foreboding was one of fate’s nasty hobbies.
    

    
      
        Neeeeiighhh!
      
    

    
      Having sprinted with all their might, the cavalry came to a stop about 100 meters away from me. Armed to the teeth as if prepared for a battle, the group gave off a grave aura as they stared me down.
    

    
      ‘Are they looking for a fight right now?’ There was no knowing why they all came at me like this, but just reading the atmosphere, it was like they were ready for a fight. ‘Isn’t this just too much?’
    

    
      No matter how cool of a magic swordsman I was, the other party’s numbers simply couldn’t be ignored. Moreover, looking at the energy they emanated, it wasn’t like the rabble from before-- these guys seemed like knights who could use Aura Blade.
    

    
      ‘Maybe because of that one time...!’
    

    
      Then I was struck with more ominous foreboding. The memory of the cavalry sent by the administrator to attack Hans and me floated through my thoughts like a silent movie.
    

    
      ‘If the lord found out... then the matter wouldn’t just get ignored.’
    

    
      That lying, corrupt administrator was making a complete fool of the lord. These guys most likely had it in their head that I was some kind of chicken-hearted mage who had disregarded their lord.
    

    
      ‘I must be right. Damn it.’
    

    
      The flag held by the group was the same one I had seen at the Lord’s Castle-- two white horses drawn atop a black shield.
    

    
      
        Swoooosh.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      1 vs. 50; no, you had to add a bird to that count as well. For someone like me who wasn’t even a native marine, it was too much.
    

    
      And then, as if to confirm the pain-in-the-ass reality unfolding before me, the Skyknight’s wyvern slowly landed with flapping wings between me and the cavalry.
    

    
      ‘S-so big!’
    

    
      Even while floating in the sky, I’d thought it was big, but looking at it from this distance, I could see how big the wyvern really was. Its thick limbs were stretched wide and covered by thick, grey hide. One wing seemed at least 10 meters long, and the body was the size of ten cows. On top of that, it had red eyes the size of soccer balls, saw-like, sharp teeth, a beak as sturdy as iron, and black claws that looked like it could crush most things. Just looking at it made my legs tremble.
    

    
      ‘Uwahh! How do I deal with this crisis!’
    

    
      If it were normal knights, I could just use flight magic to book it, but the wyvern was staring at me with its huge eyes, so that was a no-go.
    

    
      ‘Kill them all?’
    

    
      But that was impossible too. Even if I drained all my mana, these guys weren’t just your average soldier, but fully armored knights-- it was still too much for me to go up against them all. And that wyvern was definitely a problem.
    

    
      “You must be that impudent Black Mage!”
    

    
      ‘B-black Mage? Me?’
    

    
      The person sternly rebuking me with eyes like shards of glass peeking out of his helmet was wearing not regular armor, but a combination of leather and silver metal so strange that it was weird to call it armor.
    

    
      ‘It’s the Lord!’ His voice seemed awfully familiar, but hearing it through the helmet, it was unmistakably the Lord of Fiore Territory.
    

    
      “I am indeed a mage. However, I’m not a Black Mage, but a White Mage who upholds the values of justice and truth. Hahaha!” With an awkward laugh, I broke the ice.
    

    
      “Laughable! You gave my territory’s knights and soldiers a humiliation that can never be cleansed! You may be a mage of a magic tower, but in my territory, one must follow my law! To dirty the honor of my knights and soldiers by stealing their horses and armor--! That sin, I shall be the one to deliver judgement!”
    

    
      ‘He’s pretty hopping mad.’ Just like I feared, without knowing the complete picture, the Lord believed every word of the administrator’s goonies, who had crawled back like beggars after getting a lesson from me.
    

    
      It was really disgusting.
    

    
      Everything was because of the Lord’s failure to govern his territory, but he didn’t recognize his own fault and not only scolded me, but wanted to kill me.
    

    
      “For what exactly am I guilty?”
    

    
      I didn’t know how strong the wyvern and Skyknight were, but I didn’t want to be taken for a crazy fool just like this.
    

    
      I am my own reckless Lord throughout heaven and hell!
    

    
      Even if it was a sin worthy of death, I was going to live my way.
    

    
      “Impertinent! You may be a mage, but you dare to spit ludicrous things with no hint of truth to the Lord himself!”
    

    
      With no awareness for the fact that his words were the ludicrous ones, the Lord admonished me. A blue Aura Blade emanated from the thick, long sword he held.
    

    
      “Uhahahahaha! You guys truly make me laugh. It’s like a dog covered in poop trashtalking a dog with a grain of rice on its face.”
    

    
      If it was like this, it didn’t matter what I said anymore. I was either gonna die or faint.
    

    
      “D-dog covered in poop?? You bastard!!” yelled the knight. I could almost see the anger rising from his body.
    

    
      ‘Alright, let’s just go a round, piece of cake!’
    

    
      The numbers and the existence of the wyvern were all against me, but I wasn’t afraid.
    

    
      The moment I decided to give it my all, wyvern flapped its wings powerfully into the air.
    

    
      ‘Should I sneak attack him?’
    

    
      This was the optimal time to attack. But I wasn’t a dirty bastard.
    

    
      
        Woosh!
      
    

    
      After a moment where the air seemed to flutter, the wyvern lifted into the air with considerable speed.
    

    
      ‘Let’s start with the nuisances!’
    

    
      The wyvern was a problem, but I couldn’t forget the 50 knights.
    

    
      “Attack!”
    

    
      
        Thud thud thud thud thud!
      
    

    
      The knights rushed forward in attack as if they had wanted to do so even before the Lord raised his hand. 
    

    
      ‘Y’all are all screwed!’
    

    
      A baseless sense of confidence sprouted in my chest.
    

    
      “Ice Fog!”
    

    
      I had memorized a good chunk of the 4th Circle spells every day without fail. This magic had a long mana drain time, and I was able to convert some of my mana reserves into cold fog.
    

    
      ‘Dare you to catch me~!’
    

    
      With me at its center, the earth was blanketed in 10 to 20 meters of dense fog within seconds.
    

    
      With a thud, I dismounted.
    

    
      ‘Go over there and play.’
    

    
      
        Neiigh.
      
    

    
      I couldn’t face the knights riding a horse I barely knew how to ride. I chased the horse off with a strong slap to the butt.
    

    
      
        Thu-thu-thud! Thu-thu-thud! Thud thud thud thud thud!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      The knights had narrowed the distance considerably. The dimly lit Aura Blades from their swords could be seen even through the fog.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, get a taste of this!’
    

    
      The knights were heavily armored. If they had a mage, they wouldn’t just blindly attack like this. But now they were surrounded by the wet Ice Fog.
    

    
      I raised both hands and smiled wickedly.
    

    
      “LIGHTNING WAVE!”
    

    
      Among the lightning spells, Lightning Wave was a magic born for AOE rather than single-target damage.
    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzt!
      
    

    
      “Dig! Air Shield!”
    

    
      Was this how it felt to catch fish by throwing a high-voltage wire into a lake? After tossing out lightning magic, I used magic to dig into the ground.
    

    
      ‘See ya~!’
    

    
      Casting the Dig spell repeatedly, I didn’t have any time to wave my hand goodbye. My body disappeared into the earth.
    

    
      “Aaaaaargh!”
    

    
      “Aaaaahhhhhhhhhh!”
    

    
      
        Neeeeeeeeeighhh!
      
    

    
      As I dug into the ground, the gruesome cries of the knights and horses rang out behind me. Even a knight wielding Aura Blade couldn’t do a thing.
    

    
      ‘If you’re ignorant, it’s not bravery but stupidity’-- that was the lesson being carved into the knights’ bodies right now.
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Flop! Flop!
      
    

    
      ‘Is it almost over?’
    

    
      Since I used lightning magic meant to cover a large area, it wasn’t enough to kill them. But it was certainly enough to deliver a shocking taste of hell to the armored knights and horses. I could hear a wave of heavy thuds from the horses falling over onto the ground.
    

    
      ‘The problem is that wyvern....’
    

    
      It would have been a pretty close call if the knights weren’t mounted but just attacked in groups of ten with their swords. Thankfully, they were blockheaded knights completely enamored by the idea that comrades should live together if they live and die together if they die. They probably got a significant shock to their hearts from getting caught in my net of spells and taking a Lightning Wave full-on.
    

    
      ‘Should I wait until my mana is recharged?’
    

    
      I had used Dig magic to burrow into the ground and Air Shield to secure the space, but after using 4th Circle spells consecutively, my mana was cut to half. Magic had superior utility, but once you ran out of mana, you’d be screwed.
    

    
      “Find him!”
    

    
      “He has to be near! Search thoroughly!”
    

    
      ‘Ara? There are guys that can still move, huh?’
    

    
      Maybe it was my mistake to underestimate knights who could use mana-- I could hear quite a lot of footsteps above ground.
    

    
      “The ground is disturbed here!”
    

    
      “He must be out of mana! Pierce the ground with Aura Blades!”
    

    
      An Ice Fog deployed on open ground couldn’t last long. Moreover, the ice magic had lost its cold properties due to lightning magic. I could hear the voices of knights who had discovered the signs of me digging into the ground.
    

    
      ‘This is bad.’
    

    
      I didn’t know how they had escaped the spell, but it was surprising how fast the knights acted.
    

    
      “Rock Wall!”
    

    
      If I sprang out like this, I was just gonna become a hedgehog. I used an earth spell.
    

    
      
        Ruuuuumble!
      
    

    
      The earth above my head turned as sturdy as stone as it created a 2 meter-wide barrier in my surroundings.
    

    
      “Hey!” “W-what is this!” Interrupted from their preparations to attack, the surprised cries of the knights rang out.
    

    
      “Heave ho!”
    

    
      Light shone into the space in the moment that the dirt disappeared, turning into stone. Holding my sword and hitting off the ground, I leapt onto the barrier created by the Rock Wall.
    

    
      “Hahaha! You guys, here I am!”
    

    
      As soon as I jumped up, I surveyed my surroundings. Unlike the majority of the collapsed knights, who were wearing armor blackened by lightning marks, and the horses, there were around ten knights standing around completely fine. Their armor was only slightly singed.
    

    
      ‘Magic armor!’
    

    
      Now I understood the situation. There were clearly discernible magic circles drawn onto their armor. These knights were equipped with magic armor good enough to disrupt lightning magic diluted in power.
    

    
      ‘They would have probably all croaked if I had used the 5th Circle Chain Lightning.’
    

    
      The more I thought about it, the more regretful I felt. While smacking my lips, I jumped off and landed onto the ground.
    

    
      “To, to think he can even use a sword!” One of the ten or so knights surrounding me stammered out in surprise.
    

    
      “I major in magic and minor in swordplay.”
    

    
      “... Magic swordsman!”
    

    
      As soon as someone mentioned ‘magic swordsman,’ I saw the knights surrounding me flinch.
    

    
      “Kuku, now do you see? But what to do? My mood today is ree-eally bad.”
    

    
      If you bluff, you should bluff properly. My mana had fallen so my condition wasn’t that great, but I laughed with a wicked grin and pressured the knights.
    

    
      ‘Damn it, because of that magic armor, they won’t even feel something like 3rd Circle magic.’ Inside, I was sweating, but I drew the rest of my mana and made a big, flashy Aura Blade.
    

    
      “Argh...”
    

    
      The stiffened knights let out groans. They may be knights, but that didn’t mean they had two lives.
    

    
      
        Swoosh!
      
    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      While the knights were losing their fighting spirit, a faint sound so harrowing it made all my hairs stand up suddenly burrowed into my eardrums.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      Then something crashed into the boulder I had made with Rock Wall.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-bam!
      
    

    
      ‘W-what the hell is that!’
    

    
      The thing that had fallen from the sky was a silver spear 2 meters long and the width of a child’s arm. Still quivering from the force, it cut the magic-made sturdy boulder like tofu and was lodged deeply in the rock.
    

    
      ‘The Lord!’
    

    
      I had forgotten about the Skyknight. I hurriedly raised my head and inspected the sky.
    

    
      “Holy!”
    

    
      “All Knights, retreat to the back!” commanded the Lord, his voice rich with imbued mana.
    

    
      The speechless knights who had been scarily surrounding me turned and fled without a single glance backwards, leaving only the sounds of their retreating footsteps.
    

    
      “Eh? Eh??”
    

    
      ‘This isn’t right...’ But it’s not like I could call the fleeing knights back.
    

    
      
        Swooooosh!
      
    

    
      ‘Uwaahh! That bastard’s crappy bird is—!’
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-bam!
      
    

    
      I didn’t even have time to look up. Scary spears were thudding into the ground. I ran towards the direction the knights had fled.
    

    
      ‘Hey! I’m coming too!’
    

    
      If all else fails, run away! That was a top stratagem imparted in the Art of War, after all!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Huff, huff!”
    

    
      ‘These guys are fast!’
    

    
      I put mana into my feet and ran, but the knights were just as fast. It was as if they didn’t just train every day with the sword, but learned how to run away first.
    

    
      ‘If this goes on, I’ll just die while running away.’
    

    
      About 700-800 meters in front of me, there was a sparse forest, but it definitely wouldn’t be much help.
    

    
      ‘That scamp’s stupid bird is—!’
    

    
      As if riding a horse in the sky, the so-called Lord was freely manipulating the wyvern with reins. That bald chicken was getting controlled by a human just like that and putting its size to shame. If I could do as I wished, I would have roasted it up with a Fire Ball.
    

    
      But the reality was...
    

    
      ‘Where should I run? Oh jeez...’
    

    
      The rest of my mana was almost depleted from running around. Any other 4th Circle mage would have already flopped onto the ground with a ‘Please Catch Me’ sign on their face.
    

    
      
        Swwooooosh!
      
    

    
      As if he’d waited for me to stop moving, the lord threw down another silver spear.
    

    
      ‘It’s a magic item!’
    

    
      Busy running away, I hadn’t noticed the silver spear’s true identity. Now I could see that it was sparkling and resonating with mana.
    

    
      ‘This guy!’
    

    
      Fury bubbled and raged in my chest. Towards this bird and owner who were persecuting me for no good reason, I exuded murderous intent.
    

    
      ‘Come! You piece of shit!’
    

    
      Grasping my sword, I stared at the flying spear.
    

    
      
        Schwwinng.
      
    

    
      Filled with mana, the spear flew through the sky so fast that it was reasonable to call it a ray of light. I raised my sword towards such a spear.
    

    
      ‘Now!’
    

    
      Just a few seconds after it had been thrown, the magic spear hurtled through space and neared me. Scraping together the last of my mana, I slashed my sword with all my might into the air.
    

    
      
        CLANG!
      
    

    
      “Ackk!”
    

    
      My sword rebounded off to who knows where, and my body, unable to resist the momentum of the swing, rolled onto the ground.
    

    
      I coughed out a lump of red blood as my chest strained with emotions. Defiance, charged with rage and bravado, made my blood boil.
    

    
      ‘I will kill you. All of you.’
    

    
      That so-called lord and his knights didn’t even consider their own faults and simply went straight to attacking. To attack a single mage, these shameless knaves came attacking enmasse. For the first time in my life, a sensation of bloodthirst dominated my mind.
    

    
      “Hoo!” Rising from the ground, I drew a deep breath. My mana core was already completely depleted. The mana core that circulated through the upper, middle, and lower danjeons and was situated in my waist area was like a deflated balloon. 
    

    
      ‘I won’t be the only one to go! You...!’
    

    
      Taking a deep breath, I sucked up the energy in my surroundings. Since my mana core was depleted, even if it was only for a second, I had to mobilize the mana breathing technique! 
    

    
      If I overdid it even more here, my mana circle could even collapse.
    

    
      However, only one route was available to me now.
    

    
      ‘I will kill you...’
    

    
      As if to taunt me, the wyvern and Lord were leisurely floating around 50 meters in the air in front of me. Searching inside my memories, I dragged a forbidden formula to my mind.
    

    
      ‘O mana of the wind, thy composed breath be desired, hear and heed me now! Blades of wind that cannot be defied! O composed storm of rage!’
    

    
      Gathering my palms, I opened my upper, middle, and lower danjeons and shoved the natural energy I gathered from my surroundings into my circle.
    

    
      ‘Gahh...’
    

    
      The pain of being ripped apart assailed me. From the crown of my head to the soles of my feet, unidentifiable mana raged and tore through my mana pathways. 
    

    
      ‘I-it’s too late! You!’ Noticing my abnormality, the wyvern flapped its wings and tried to run.
    

    
      “Ku, kuku, go! WIND TORNADO!”
    

    
      The strongest spell among the 5th Circle wind spells, several times stronger than the 4th Circle Wind Cutter-- that was this storm of wind blades!
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Pushing out my hands with great force, the mana and will gathered in my circle spewed towards my foes.
    

    
      
        Wooooosh!
      
    

    
      Mana, fused with my will, caused a small burst of wind to form with a flash of blue light.
    

    
      
        Wooooooooooooooshhh!
      
    

    
      But it was only small for a moment. Cutting the air like knives, the storm of wind blades rushed onto the wyvern and lord.
    

    
      
        GRAAAAOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      For the first time, I heard the wyvern cry out sharply.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-bam!
      
    

    
      ‘S-shield magic!’
    

    
      Surprisingly, a huge shield was deployed on the wyvern’s body, blocking the Wind Tornado.
    

    
      But it lasted for only a moment, before the shield completely shattered with a loud cracking noise and the wyvern was overtaken by the magic’s rage.
    

    
      Though the attack power had been considerably reduced due to the shield, the 5th Circle magic boasted an unbeatable force. Flapping its wounded wings, the wyvern faltered in the air as it flew in sloppy circles. Finally, it was unable to regain its balance and fell to the ground.
    

    
      “Hah, hahh hahh!’ Ragged breaths overwhelmed me. After all, I had used magic in defiance of the circle restriction. 
    

    
      But then, the lacerating pain that had persisted in my mana pathways moments before disappeared, as if it had all been an illusion. I noticed then that my circle felt considerably more substantial than before.
    

    
      ‘The 5th Circle?’ Shockingly, instead of four circles rotating around my waist, there were five. ‘Ah hell, you should have come sooner!’
    

    
      This breakthrough was achieved by overcoming a life-threatening situation. It was already the second time this had happened.
    

    
      While I was wrestling with the shock of ascending to the 5th Circle, the wyvern flopped as its huge weight hit the earth, the impact causing a loud boom.
    

    
      Bending down slightly, I grabbed one of the knights’ swords on the ground. Then, my eyes gleaming, I slowly walked towards the wyvern about 100 meters away.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Zaigon! Zaigon! Snap out of it, Zaigon!” Danian, viscount and master of Dapis Kingdom’s Fiore Territory, anxiously called out his wyvern Zaigon’s name.
    

    
      This wyvern was the one who had made him, a formerly ordinary knight, into the person he was today. It was thanks to Zaigon that he received his viscount peerage as well as his territory, and eventually, he was even able to become a member of the Royal Army’s Skyknights.
    

    
      This beloved wyvern of his was wounded by the powerful magic of the Black Mage and was flailing about. Zaigon’s wings were sturdy enough that most things couldn’t damage them, but now, having been ripped to shreds, they were in a sorry state. Even the wyvern’s armor, which was drawn with automatic shield magic, had taken damage here and there.
    

    
      His mournful eyes filled with pain, the wyvern gazed at his owner pitifully.
    

    
      “Kuuh, Zaigon...”
    

    
      He had loved and cherished this wyvern more than family. If Zaigon hadn’t chosen him when he graduated the Skyknight Academy, all of today’s glory would have been impossible. Viscount Danian felt heart-rending pain.
    

    
      15 years. 15 years spent together with Zaigon.
    

    
      Such a crushing defeat and terrible wounds were a first for them.
    

    
      “Does it hurt? To think that someone who’s supposed to be the lord of a territory would cry because of a wyvern,” came a cutting remark from the black-haired magic swordsman who had drawn near. He was surely a Black Mage.
    

    
      “Die!”
    

    
      With a clang, Viscount Danian drew the lightweight longsword that was granted to Skyknights. Then, he summoned his mana and swung towards the enemy with an Aura Blade.
    

    
      
        Clunk!
      
    

    
      “Ack!”
    

    
      However, affected by powerful emotion, Danian’s form was lacking and the Black Mage sent his sword flying with a single blow.
    

    
      “You’re really funny. Did you think I would let myself be killed just because you said so?” said the Black Mage, his eyes filled with rage.
    

    
      “Wh-what are you going to do!”
    

    
      Harboring a sense of foreboding, Viscount Danian looked at the Black Mage, who was smiling crookedly and biting his lips. Upon seeing the mage’s sword pointed at his wyvern, Danian suffered a shock to his heart.
    

    
      “Why? Worried I’ll give it an easy death? Don’t worry. I was curious anyway. About how sturdy a wyvern’s hide is, and how many kilos of meat that body holds, that is,” uttered the Black Mage ruthlessly without hesitation.
    

    
      “K-kill me instead!”
    

    
      “Don’t worry about that either. No use letting you live when you’re a lord who lets his people starve and get killed by monsters.”
    

    
      The Black Mage’s sharp words stabbed into Viscount Danian’s heart.
    

    
      “W-what do you mean by that?! My territory is better to live in than other territories! The taxes are low and the residents are all happily living here, so what crap are you spewing?!”
    

    
      Having decided not to become a corrupt noble when he became a knight of the kingdom, Viscount Danian bristled at the Black Mage’s words. Even if he was killed, he couldn’t cast away his honor and pride.
    

    
      Danian had no doubt that his conscience was completely clear.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Eh, would you take a look at this guy?’
    

    
      This so-called lord was so convinced that it seemed even a lie detector wouldn’t go off on him. To be honest, my first impression of him wasn’t bad.
    

    
      ‘Haaah, what a problem.’
    

    
      Having received a robust 21st century moral education, I couldn’t just kill willy-nilly. However, I didn’t mind correcting the Lord’s utter foolishness.
    

    
      “Huhu, you want me to believe a lie like that? Most of the villages near the Zarre Mountains received no assistance from your knights and soldiers and therefore have had to either die out or farm with swords in their hands with their lives on the line. What’s so good about a lord like that!”
    

    
      “I can’t deny that point. It’s not possible to cover a big territory with only so many knights and soldiers.”
    

    
      The lord acknowledged my words honestly. The look of distress surfacing on his face grew more potent.
    

    
      “Right, that can also be the case. That’s the sin of someone who was born a commoner, after all. But why do you take so much in taxes from villages suffering like that? I’m not sure you remember me, but I was the person who delivered Luna Village’s taxes.”
    

    
      “I know. Black Mage... How could I forget your black hair?”
    

    
      “You remember? Then this is easy to explain. The taxes that Luna Village had to pay wasn’t the 30 Golds you recall.”
    

    
      “W-what? It wasn’t 30 Golds?” responded the Lord in surprise.
    

    
      ‘This guy, is he naive, or just dumb?’
    

    
      “You didn’t even know that, as the Lord? Well, it’s a small village, so it’s understandable. But listen well. While you were playing around in the capital, your residents were getting sucked dry by your pig of an administrator, merchants, and knights. It wasn’t 30 Gold, but 50 Gold that Luna Village had to pay, and the other villagers had to pay the same, you stupid Lord!”
    

    
      “What! 50 Gold? To think it wasn’t 30 Gold!”
    

    
      “Huhu, you probably didn’t know. So you didn’t even know the real reason why you chased me all the way here today and suffered this humiliating loss.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The Viscount had nothing to say to my sarcastic remarks and was lost in thought. “Is what you have said true?” he asked in a low voice.
    

    
      “If you are truly curious, take that fancy-pantsy bird of yours and go around the villages. Actually, it would be faster to just ask the knights next to you.”
    

    
      The knights that had fled at the lord’s command had approached their commander’s side and were pointing their drawn swords at me. As corrupt as they were, they still wished to protect their master.
    

    
      “Sir Rubess!”
    

    
      “C-commander, awaiting your order.”
    

    
      One of the knights stepped out of the group of bystanders and lowered his head.
    

    
      “Are the words of this mage true? That the administrator has been embezzling taxes behind my back?”
    

    
      “That, that is...” Knight Rubess trailed off, unable to answer in the negative.
    

    
      “Ru–Rubess, my friend. To entrust the territory to you and leave was... a mistake.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The viscount’s voice was choked with tears. It seemed this Rubess fellow was a close friend of the lord’s.
    

    
      “So you mean to say that everyone knew. Hah, so everyone knew that I had become just the kind of merciless, exploitative noble that you and I had disdained so much when the territory was young!”
    

    
      “C-Commander, please deliver unto us death!”
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      At the lord’s enraged exclamation, every knight fell to their knees.
    

    
      “Ah, gods above....!” cried the lord while looking into the sky. He had removed his helmet and hot, manly tears were raining from his eyes.
    

    
      ‘Oh jeez...’
    

    
      The mood had turned strange. Apparently, the lord had entrusted his territory to his friend Rubess and had left. While he was gone, starting with the administrator, all the knights had made a real killing.
    

    
      ‘It’s a shame, but I should end things here.’
    

    
      Previously, I wanted to just roast the big bird and his master up with a fireball, but now, I felt kinda sorry for the dude. He had been thoroughly betrayed by the people he trusted. He must be pained to death right now.
    

    
      “A man should settle matters within the home first, then tend to the needs of the kingdom and land. How could you aid the nation when your own house is a mess, how can you raise your sword in service to your king like that?!” The saying that applied now was ‘the country and the home must be at peace.’ Thinking that, I sternly rebuked the Viscount.
    

    
      “Mage, pray tell, what is your name?” Halting his tears, the Lord asked for my name.
    

    
      “Kyre,” I responded curtly.
    

    
      “Kyre, I will remember it. I will never forget the things I received today.”
    

    
      ‘Is that good or bad?’
    

    
      I was a mage with no regard for nobility or the world, and I had obviously trashed his clearly expensive-looking favorite steed, or rather, favorite bird. On top of that, I even exposed his weakness, so I was really curious as to how he felt about me.
    

    
      ‘Heheh, just do as you please. Because now, I fear nothing!’ In truth, I was grateful to this viscount. It was because I had undergone a near-fatal crisis that I could enter the 5th Circle. ‘I should skedaddle now.’
    

    
      I was indeed a 5th Circle mage now, but because it had happened in such a crisis, my mana and circle were both unstable. What I needed to do now was to find somewhere safe and stabilize them.
    

    
      “If there’s nothing else, I shall take my leave.”
    

    
      Surely these guys wouldn’t grab my lapels now. I was someone who had crushed this considerably high-level-looking wyvern right in front of them. They were probably grateful that I didn’t kill them all.
    

    
      ‘Whatcha looking at! Oi! Should I cut out those eyes of yours?!’
    

    
      The moment the Lord and knights turned their heads, the girthy wyvern pierced me with his gaze, his pupils filled with murderous intent.
    

    
      
        Groooowl!
      
    

    
      ‘You playing, scamp. Birdbrain.’
    

    
      As a person who imagined chickens when thinking about birds, I already associated this wyvern as a giant fried chicken. It was necessary for all creatures on earth to teach where the hierarchy laid with a heavy fist.
    

    
      “Ah! And I will take this sword with me. It’s not as good as mine, but oh well. As a good person, I’ll take that loss with grace.”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, it fits right in the hand.’
    

    
      The old chief’s favorite sword had lost its glamor from blocking the Lord’s attack. So I decided to make off with the large, thick sword, previously belonging to a knight, that I picked up just now with the intent to carve off the wyvern’s hide.
    

    
      Under everyone’s gaze, I took a good quality sheath from one of the knights that was starting to wake up from his electric shock.
    

    
      ‘A length of 1.3 meters, with a weight of about 4 kilos? Perfect.’
    

    
      It wasn’t a shortsword, which also suited me well, but the hilt was sturdy and fit well in my hand. I liked it immediately.
    

    
      “Haa, what a good day!”
    

    
      I strode towards my horse, who had gone a distance away and was blankly staring into the sky as if nothing had happened. 
    

    
      My first adventure had started with a scuffle. I had the feeling that my journey would be a bit rocky.
    

    
      

      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 16: The Black Wyvern Mercenaries
      
    

    
       
    

    
      “What kind of road is this?” I never expected a flat path like a highway, but the unending grasslands and low hills made me anxious.
    

    
      “Maybe I took the wrong path?”
    

    
      After duking it out with the lord, I got on my horse and rode off with no real direction. There was no reason for me to go to the castle anymore, so I just rode roughly towards the North. Before I knew it, the sun was setting but I hadn’t seen head or hair of another human being.
    

    
      “This stupid world without a map or Google Maps. Won’t I just embarrass myself and become a missing child at this rate?”
    

    
      According to the village chief, this place was the southern continent’s Dapis Kingdom. That’s why I went northward, but what greeted me was an empty wasteland.
    

    
      “Will I have to completely camp out?” All I had for rations was the bag of bread on the horse’s back. “I don’t even have magic crystal dust, so I can’t deploy a magic circle…”
    

    
      Countless magic circles came to mind. Alarm magic, defense magic, protection magic– there were plenty of magic circles necessary in the wild. But I lacked the crucially necessary magic crystal dust.
    

    
      ‘What’s the use of having money, if it’s no use at a time like this.’
    

    
      In entrusting Jamir with the village, I had left him 40 thousand Gold; on top of that, I gave 4,500 Gold to the village chief to use in case of emergency. What was left was 10 thousand Gold. Since Jamir didn’t have so much on him at the time, he had given me a placard that I could exchange at some store at Rubis Castle. If I went to the store and gave my name, I could receive 10 thousand Gold in cash or in exchange for goods. But the problem was that I was now stuck in this wasteland without a single store selling popsicles. I suddenly longed for the 21st century, where you could just open your door and be greeted by 24/7 convenience stores and all sorts of stores.
    

    
      “Oh, that is–!”
    

    
      While I was yearning for my homeland, I saw smoke rising from afar.
    

    
      “Oh, yay!”
    

    
      My uneasy mood became better all at once. It was as if someone had passed over an Aquafina mineral water to a thirsty man.
    

    
      “Run! Ronaldo!”
    

    
      In the short time we’d spent together, I had already attached the name “Ronaldo” to my horse.
    

    
      
        Neigh!
      
    

    
      The completely relaxed Ronaldo gave a long neigh and advanced with great force. As he galloped, I eagerly hoped that the people who appeared would be kind guys who could give us a meal and a place to stay.
    

    
      “Stop right there! If you come close, we’ll shoot!”
    

    
      As we approached the place where smoke was steadily rising into the sky, I saw a score of carriages and a group of people, in addition to several mercenaries armed with bows, who halted my excited rush with their warning words.
    

    
      ‘So much for hospitality.’
    

    
      I was just someone they met on the road, so I didn’t expect them to be totally happy to see me, but their idea of hospitality was to immediately point arrows at my face. It was no different from getting a gun leveled at you in Harlem, New York.
    

    
      ‘Ara? These guys are–?’
    

    
      I was about 50 meters away, and from there, I could see that a few of the mercenaries who were pointing their fully drawn bows towards me had very familiar faces.
    

    
      “Eh? Aren’t you that kid?”
    

    
      “Aren’t you that brat with the big head from that village in the middle of nowhere?”
    

    
      “Leader! Leader! Come over here!”
    

    
      They recognized me too.
    

    
      ‘Aw shit, why’d it have to be these guys…’
    

    
      It was the self-styled Black Wyvern third-rate mercenary group, which had guarded the Daron Merchants at the village.
    

    
      “Hey! You kiddo with no manners! What are you doing, coming here without fear!”
    

    
      “Puhaha! Ron, you better be careful tonight. The kiddo must’ve come for revenge.”
    

    
      ‘Haahh, this can only be called fate.’
    

    
      The pot-bellied Ron wielding an axe came to the forefront and gave me a nice(?) welcome. Apparently the others hadn’t forgotten the events of that day, because they raucously made fun of him.
    

    
      “What’s going on?” queried the mercenaries’ leader, having come after being called.
    

    
      ‘Ain’t it obvious? I’m clearly a homeless runaway delinquent!’
    

    
      “Haha! How have you been, Leader? I’m dreaming big this time and would like to devote myself to the mercenary life. If you haven’t forgotten your promise from before, I’ll run this body of mine ragged for you.” 
    

    
      “Devote? Haha! You’re a funny guy. Come here. It seems you’ve run away from the village; have you already eaten?”
    

    
      ‘It’s good for me if he makes that assumption.’ It put me at ease that no one knew I was a mage. I still didn’t know enough about this world. There probably wasn’t anyone who knew more in that regard than these mercenaries, who traveled the world.
    

    
      “Thank you very much!”
    

    
      Even while talking, I had ridden bit by bit closer to them, so now we were 20 meters away. The onlooking mercenaries lowered their bows, and eventually, I was standing next to the leader of the Black Wyvern Mercenaries.
    

    
      “Did your parents give permission?” the Leader asked, clearly not knowing much about me.
    

    
      ‘Would your parents give the OK?’ The leader threw out such an obvious question.
    

    
      “If you’re a man whose junk stands tall from the break of dawn, you should follow the path of a man rather than listening to your parents! Leader, didn’t you also say you ran away from home when you were 15 years old?” said the sweating Ron, his vulgar words cut short by panting breaths. 
    

    
      “Indeed. Welcome. I’m the leader of the Black Wyverns, Heath.”
    

    
      ‘As expected of the leader, he’s got a bit of mana energy.’
    

    
      Unlike the other mercenaries, who were like sturdy mountains, Leader Heath’s body gave off slight traces of mana energy.
    

    
      “My name is Kyre. I’ll be in your care from now on, Leader.”
    

    
      “Alright! Kyre, let’s do well together,” said Heath, extending his hand for a shake.
    

    
      “Leader Heath, what’s going on?”
    

    
      The moment we were about to shake hands, a middle-aged robed man looking to be in his forties came towards us.
    

    
      “Sir Hamer, a lad who wanted to join our mercenary group since a while ago came over, so we were just greeting him.”
    

    
      “That young lad? Hoh, are you sure of his identity?”
    

    
      The middle-aged man raked me from head to toe with his eyes, as if examining some goods. It seemed that he was the merchant who had hired the mercenaries.
    

    
      “I’m sure of his identity. He’s a boy from Fiore Territory’s Luna Village.”
    

    
      “I’m not getting a bad impression. Alright. As long as it doesn’t inconvenience the trip, it doesn’t matter to me.”
    

    
      “Haha, please do not worry. Our Black Wyvern Mercenaries have a creed of honesty and sincerity.”
    

    
      “…..”
    

    
      The merchant Hamer seemed to be rendered speechless by Leader Heath’s words. He silently turned and returned to the bonfire where the other merchants were gathered.
    

    
      ‘Puhaha!’ Inside, I was dying with laughter, but I held it in.
    

    
      It might not be for long, but I was in the mercenaries’ care for now. I couldn’t just burst out laughing here.
    

    
      “Kiddo, what’s with the horse? It wasn’t a very wealthy village, but you managed to take such a good thing with you. When I left home, I dragged along two goats with me, but I guess kids these days have big balls.”
    

    
      Looking at Ronaldo, Ron burst out in admiration while exposing me as a kid with big nuts.
    

    
      ‘Whether it’s here or Earth, there’s not much difference. I guess it’s tradition to take a lump sum with you when you run away from home…’ 
    

    
      As the old sages said, anywhere inhabited by humans was the same– this naturally also applied to Kallian.
    

    
      Just like that, I became a mercenary. After living as a farmer and then a fisherman, this was all to acquire new professional skills.
    

    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hah! As I pushed her down in the wheat fields, the moon was truly bright. If her hunter of a father had discovered us then, I would have died to an arrow of his, but I wasn’t scared. The fresh smell of wheat around us and the feeling of the woman trembling in my arms… Kyaa, how my heart raced…”
    

    
      “A-and then what happened?”
    

    
      “Talk faster, I’m on the edge of my seat here!”
    

    
      ‘Haah, these misters.’ It wasn’t even like they were watching porn, but even as they guarded the merchant carriages, wide-eyed, salivating mercenaries surrounded Ron as he bragged about his brightly shining past. The people were different, but for a moment, I thought I was back in one of the classrooms in South Korea. Even at Daehan Highschool, where only the cream of the crop was gathered, the boys would gather during every break to whisper stealthily about the world of sex. Whether it was my friends who exchanged porn or hentai through email or these shamelessly drooling mercenary dudes, there was really no difference.
    

    
      “Alas, at that moment, lycanthrope bastards attacked the village so I was only able to undress her halfway before I had to go fight. Argh! Those poopheaded shitty lycanthropes!”
    

    
      “W-was that the end? What about the girl in the wheat field?”
    

    
      “Sob, I can’t tell the rest without some alcohol. It tears my heart to think about it even now! Uwahhh! My love, Sisnia!”
    

    
      Ron apparently had sensitivity belying his size. His plushy folds trembled as he bellowed like a Siberian Brown Bear. 
    

    
      “Ack, that stupid lass waited until my return. Only, it wasn’t me who came, but a lycanthrope… and he… took Sisnia. Those wretches! Even though I already marked her all over with my spit! Kuhhh, the injustice! The injustice!”
    

    
      “W-what? Is that how it ended?”
    

    
      “Are you saying that this Sisnia woman was taken away from you by a Lycanthrope without even doing the deed with her?”
    

    
      “The end of it is, that I received bloody training from the village militia chief in order to get revenge on the Lycanthropes, and then I went into the mountains to find her. After a while, I found them. But I shouldn’t have gone looking.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      Ron’s story was getting a bit strange. Strangely enough, the storyline made you want to know more. 
    

    
      “Aiya, that girl with no loyalty or fidelity was making heart eyes at a lycanthrope and was living well with babies by her side! Ughh! To forget this great Ron and become one of the lycanthropes! At that shock, I escaped with two of the chief’s goats. And as you guys know… I became the invincible Ron I am today! Uhahahahahaha!”
    

    
      ‘He definitely has symptoms of schizophrenia. Tsk tsk.’
    

    
      His tale was as unbelievable as the story about the moon rabbits running the mill on the moon being unable to repay their debts; loanshark rabbits came after them and were chased away with mortar and pestle to Mars. 
    

    
      “Ron, you liar!”
    

    
      “Haah, I’m the stupid one for getting fooled.”
    

    
      The mercenaries got mad and turned away from Ron.
    

    
      ‘The mercenary work is easier than I thought, too.’
    

    
      It was a boring job where you either rode a horse or walked in conjunction with the carriages. The danger and tension I imagined was nowhere to be found.
    

    
      “How is it, not too bad, right?” asked Leader Heath as he came up to me.
    

    
      ‘It’s only my first day on the job, and you ask me that!’
    

    
      Heath was already asking me what I thought even though I became a mercenary just last night and only spent half a day doing this. What did he expect from a kid he just scouted from a village in the boonies?
    

    
      “It’s so-so. The drifting clouds are good, and the birds flying over there are good…”
    

    
      “Right? Haha! I knew it. I knew you would be able to truly appreciate the romance of the mercenary life.”
    

    
      ‘What the heck is he trying to say?’
    

    
      “Just suffer a bit under me. After living this tough and long road as a mercenary, one day, we too will become a top-grade mercenary group with Skyknights!”
    

    
      ‘A top-grade mercenary group with Skyknights!’ This tidbit made my ears perk right up.
    

    
      “Can mercenaries also use wyverns?”
    

    
      “Of course! I heard you can acquire them from the Mercenary Kingdom, Luvel. Even the cheapest one costs 200 thousand Gold in empire currency, so we just need to earn, earn, earn!”
    

    
      ‘200 thousand Gold? Isn’t that almost as much as most territories!’
    

    
      According to Jamir, a small territory only sold among nobles cost between 300 to 500 thousand Gold. The price of a wyvern was similar in scale to that.
    

    
      ‘Do mercenary groups really make that much?’ I really couldn’t imagine a mercenary group making more than a thousand or so Gold in a single year, much less 200 thousand.
    

    
      “Leader, how much does our Black Wyvern Mercenaries make in commission from an escort like this?”
    

    
      “Commission? On an escort like this which takes one month, I get 30 Gold since I can use Aura Blade, and the others get 3 Gold a piece, for a little less than 100 Gold total. Why do you ask?”
    

    
      ‘100 Gold? With that, exactly how long do you need to save without eating or spending any of it?’ A rough calculation revealed that they would make 1,200 Gold in one year and 12,000 Gold in ten. They would have to earn for one hundred years to scrape together 120,000 Gold. ‘Are you joking me? Aren’t you taking me for a total fool who doesn’t know basic calculation! Argh!’
    

    
      It would be way faster to just catch tuna or hunt demonic beasts in order to get the money for a wyvern. My faith completely dried up towards Heath and his men, who had created the mercenary group with a name as extraordinary as the Black Wyverns.
    

    
      “Ha, haha! I was just curious. Skyknights seem to be truly amazing. To cost 200 thousand Gold a piece….”
    

    
      “Of course! The biggest dream of all men on the continent is to become a Skyknight, after all! To be a flying knight of the azure sky! A warrior among warriors, wielding a longsword and standing atop a wyvern with its huge wings spread out and ruling over the skies and land! Doesn’t just the thought of it make your heart race?! Look over there! Those eagles flying in the sky!”
    

    
      ‘Write a novel, a novel!’
    

    
      I didn’t pin him as the type, but it seemed the leader was slightly off in the head. Apparently, he was no different from the girthy, dense mercenaries who were playing footsie while following the escort.
    

    
      ‘A Skyknight…’
    

    
      Even a mercenary group like this wanted to own a wyvern. Deep within my chest bloomed a burning desire to have one myself.
    

    
      “Um, Leader.”
    

    
      “Hm? What’s up, Kyre?”
    

    
      “Can the average mage or knight stand up to a Skyknight?”
    

    
      “What nonsense! You, have you ever heard of an Orc eating drugs to defeat an Ogre?”
    

    
      “N-no.”
    

    
      “Right? That phrase is as ridiculous as the one you just asked. How can a knight be a match for a Skyknight, who hurls Aura Spears from several kilometers up high? Even a mage wouldn’t be able to cover such a distance, and most mages have poor physical strength, so they would definitely become arrow pincushions and die to the magic spears controlled by a Skyknight’s will. In all of history, there isn’t a knight or mage who has taken down a Skyknight. Ah, to think of it, there’s actually just one person.”
    

    
      “Really? A person who took down a Skyknight?”
    

    
      I actually counted towards that, but that wasn’t something I could say. To think of it, it was a close victory won only because the lord underestimated my strength and came too close.
    

    

    
      ‘Who is this person who caught this tank in the sky?’ I became curious about the person’s name.
    

    
      “He is a person who is still remembered in the annals of history… My grandma even told me that at one point, his name could make crying children stop crying.”
    

    
      ‘Wut? Was he scarier than the Chupacabra?’
    

    
      That mage was apparently scarier than the monster that appeared in oldschool videos warning parents to choose media for their kids carefully.
    

    
      “He was the gangster mage of the continent who disappeared a hundred years ago. I’m not sure if you’ve heard of him. There were rumors that mages and magic towers from the entire empire and all the kingdoms coordinated in order to kill him, a single person.”
    

    
      ‘Ara? A hundred years ago? Every mage? Isn’t this something I’ve heard before?’
    

    
      Master had left the Kallian Continent about a hundred years ago. A strange feeling traveled up my spine.
    

    
      “The one and only 8th Circle Archmage! He may have been a White Mage, but his notoriety surpassed any Necromancer and Black Mage around; the ruthless Golden-Eyed Reaper with a temper! His name was…”
    

    
      “Aidal?” My master’s name fell involuntarily from my lips.
    

    
      “Huh? So you did know. Yes, the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal was the only mage who could make mincemeat of a Skyknight in the sky.”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      I had resolved myself to not get surprised, but a cry of astonishment still escaped my lips after hearing about my master’s insane fame and notoriety, which exceeded that of even the most cruel and awful Black Mages.
    

    
      ‘Agh! It does make sense. Master Bumdalf is no righteous and honorable man!’
    

    
      Even in his letter to me, he had written out a simplified list of his sworn enemies. He had claimed that he could loiter in any kingdom and be showered with presents and met with courtesy anywhere, and that people were falling over themselves to offer him unlimited research funds.
    

    
      His words couldn’t be farther from the truth.
    

    
      “I never saw him myself, but if you listen to the songs sung even today about him by bards, Archamge Aidal’s tyranny was apparently very impressive. It’s said that even as a 100-year old man, he was extremely greedy for pretty girls and money. On top of that, his temperament was terribly vicious, so if he happened to hear someone calling him a bad mage, he would burn a completely fine magic tower and all the mages inside to a crisp with a single blow. The only mage to be considered more vicious than monsters or demons was none other than Aidal.”
    

    
      ‘If I say a name like Aidal in the future, I won’t be a person, but a frickin’ amoeba!’
    

    
      Even now, Master Bumdalf’s notoriety was alive and well. There was no doubt he was treated like a Demon King on this continent.
    

    
      “What an impressively evil mage.”
    

    
      “Right? To be considered even more nasty than demons themselves… I heard the amount of money he used alone was equivalent to a country’s entire annual wage.”
    

    
      ‘Kek! Master, you are truly the top!’
    

    
      His expenditures had been equivalent to a country’s entire wage for a year! He definitely nabbed all that money as polite donations from empires or kingdoms, so it couldn’t completely be called an evil deed. But it was enough for prideful mages to gather up and send Master on an interdimensional tourism trip, in any case.
    

    
      “That aside, it seems like it takes a lot of skills to tame and ride a wyvern; is there a place where you can receive special training for that? Like a school for knights or something.”
    

    
      “School for knights? Of course. Skyknights determine a nation’s military power, so it’s a crucial matter regulated by national law. Every nation has its own Skyknight school.”
    

    
      “It’s probably not easy to get in, right?”
    

    
      “Of course not! To raise a single Skyknight takes a ridiculous amount of money, and the military force of a single wyvern is equivalent to that of an entire territory, so if someone were to take their wyvern and defect to an enemy country, it would deal a huge blow to the nation’s fighting force. To prevent such a disaster, only nobles with titles and their progeny are allowed to enroll. It seems you don’t know, but households tied to defecting wyvern riders receive the punishment for traitors.”
    

    
      ‘It’s that bad?’ Of course, in the past, household histories had been examined in Korea as well if you wanted to enroll in military academy. But it wasn’t to this degree. ‘Seems it won’t be easy without becoming a noble first?’ 
    

    
      I wanted to become a Skyknight and ride a cool wyvern in the sky.
    

    
      ‘I really wanna fly over the sea a moonlit night with Aramis.’ Of course, I had an important mission in mind.
    

    
      “Is there no easier way to become a Skyknight?”
    

    
      “Easy way? I told you, didn’t I? Earn 200 thousand Gold and acquire one from the Mercenary Kingdom Luves…”
    

    
      ‘So in the end, money is the problem, huh…’
    

    
      I really wanted to recover the paradise I had lost on Earth here on the Kallian Continent. That’s why Skyknights held a special meaning for me. Apparently, the military prowess of a nation wasn’t determined by the number of soldiers you had, but how many Skyknights you could mobilize. 
    

    
      “Ah! There is one other way.”
    

    
      “Another way?”
    

    
      “It’s not completely impossible to become a Skyknight without being a noble.”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      ‘This old guy, isn’t he pretty good at teasing others?’
    

    
      Leader Heath had a surprising gift of gab that could frustrate you to no end.
    

    
      “You can enroll in the Skyknight academy if you’re a 4th Circle mage or a knight capable of Aura Blade under the age of 30.”
    

    
      ‘Huh? Isn’t that exactly me!’
    

    
      As expected, it was a universal truth that people with skills would receive their due worth no matter where they went.
    

    
      “Only, they have to graduate from regular knight school first and receive a title.”
    

    
      ‘A title from regular knight school?’ There sure were a lot of conditions to become a Skyknight with impressive fighting force.
    

    
      “But do wyverns all look the same?”
    

    
      “Huhu, your country bumpkin is really showing now. Of course they’re different. What’s the name of our mercenary group?”
    

    
      “Black Wyvern Mercenaries.”
    

    
      “Exactly! Just like how people have different levels of ability, wyverns have different characteristics according to their breed. I know this because I looked into it with the intent to acquire one, but there are about five breeds, and among them, the strongest are the ones owned by the Bajran Empire’s Royal Guards, Black Wyverns. From what I’ve heard from people who have seen them, they’ve got muscular, huge black wings and black eyes, claws like steel, and even the ability to breathe fire. They’re apparently so powerful that they can even be called ‘Little Dragons.’ That’s why I decided to name our mercenary group the ‘Black Wyverns.’”
    

    
      ‘Black Wyvern! Sounds pretty good, huh?’
    

    
      If I was going to ride a car, it was better to get something big and safe with a powerful engine.
    

    
      “They’re probably not easy to get, right?”
    

    
      “Of course not. The 40 or so Black Wyverns are treated almost like royalty and live in the royal palace. Not only that, but the symbol of the Bajran Empire is the Black Wyvern, you know. It’s no wonder they’re almost worshipped there.”
    

    
      ‘Hoo, there’s still so much I have to learn.’
    

    
      Besides the types of wyverns, I didn’t even know what empires or kingdoms were on the empire. I had my work cut out for me in respect to things I had to learn.
    

    
      “Leader.”
    

    
      “What’s up, why are you looking at me with misty eyes?”
    

    
      “Please teach me many things in the future! I have never met a person as strong and smart as you! I really respect you, Leader!”
    

    
      “Oh! So now you see my greatness. Alright, do your best. I’ll push you along with all my might.”
    

    
      This third-rate mercenary group really couldn’t boast of “pushing” anything along, but Leader Heath grinned wide at my flattery.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ll live with the mercenaries for now and gather information. And then…’
    

    
      The realm of the 8th Circle awaited me in the future. I was determined to construct my own country on the Kallian Continent.
    

    

    

    
      For dinner, I mooched off a meal of soup boiled with dried jerky and hardtack, the fire crackling around us.
    

    
      The carriages, packed to the brim with the miscellaneous goods the Ayran Merchant Group sold, were arranged in a defensive formation around us on the plains.
    

    
      ‘These cheap-ass merchants.’
    

    
      Even though we had arrived at a pretty big village, the merchants put out one excuse after another and camped out on the plains. If it were me, I would prefer to sleep while entrusting my safety to the village guards and its ramparts over these third-rate mercenaries. Thanks to the weather getting cooler in the last few days, the bonfire offered a precious warmth in the night. Ten or so mercenaries kept the night watch while the other mercs and the merchants occupied the bonfire and slept in leather sleeping bags.
    

    
      ‘They say it’s no good to sleep in dewdrops, but…’
    

    
      Camping out still felt awkward. After roughly preparing a spot in the grass and receiving a weirdly-smelling sleeping bag, I was put into a dilemma. It was too chilly to just sleep without it, but going into it gave me the feeling that there were still pieces of meat sticking to the surface.
    

    
      “Zzzzzz, zzzzzz….”
    

    
      ‘He sure is sleeping well.’
    

    
      It didn’t suit his appearance, but Ron was a pretty chatty guy and even paid extra attention to me, saying it was fate. Boasting that he would pass down all the things he had learned during his mercenary days, he laid down next to me. Now he was wholeheartedly sleeping away, perhaps because of how much he had run his mouth today.
    

    
      “Aren’t things pretty tense lately?”
    

    
      “Yeah. A decade ago, there weren’t any wars so making a living wasn’t too tough, but…”
    

    
      Unable to sleep, three Ayran merchants laid in my vicinity and chatted amongst themselves. 
    

    
      “There’s a rumor that the Laviter Empire has been stockpiling supplies like mithril and iron ore for several years; the information comes from the Rocpella Merchant Group, the empire’s representative merchants, so it should be pretty credible. Have you heard?”
    

    
      “I’ve heard that too. I heard that as a result, the countries bordering Laviter Empire are completely freaked out. Apparently they’re making long-term contracts with not just soldiers, but also decent mercenaries.”
    

    
      “Sigh, those empire bastards. They’re already making a living, so they should just tend to their internal affairs– why start a war?!”
    

    
      “You said it. If those Laviter guys move, Bajran won’t stay still either…”
    

    
      “Haah! Everyone seems to be coming out of the shock from the continent-wide drought five years ago.” 
    

    
      I heard some heavy information from the merchants.
    

    
      ‘So there are bully countries here too.’ Just like how there were a few countries waving their big sticks on Earth, there were countries doing that here as well.
    

    
      “Oh right, did you hear that rumor?”
    

    
      “What rumor?”
    

    
      “This is something I heard from northern merchants a few days ago, but Havis Kingdom is taking Skyknight candidates on a large scale this time.”
    

    
      “In Havis, you say? They’re flailing in order to live, huh.”
    

    
      “Seriously. It’s unlucky that they happen to be squished in between huge empires, but they even share a border with those savage Temir… Tsk tsk, they’ve somehow managed to last well until now.”
    

    
      “Havis Kingdom has already been around for 400 years, right?”
    

    
      “They were once an empire, but after losing bits and pieces of their territory to warlike nations, now they’ve become like an old man on his last legs.”
    

    
      “It’s a pity. I heard the princess of Havis is a real beauty.”
    

    
      “Her name was Rosiathe, right?”
    

    
      “That’s right! Rosiathe, Ice Flower of the North! It’s a shame, her appearance is supposed to be unforgettable once you’ve seen it.”
    

    
      ‘Rosiathe…’ While quietly listening, I heard a name that gave me a really good feeling. ‘An ancient country squeezed between giants… It’s just like Korea.’
    

    
      This Havis Kingdom’s situation was like South Korea’s. China, Japan, Russia, and even the US were all itching to get a bite.
    

    
      “Let’s go to sleep already. We’ll need a good night’s rest if we’re going to go through Orc Valley tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Yeah. We’ll be lucky to be leaving with our arms intact if those damn Orcs show up like last time.”
    

    
      A range of mountains could be seen not far from the campsite. Apparently, that was where Orc Valley was situated.
    

    
      ‘Haah, it sure is bright.’
    

    
      The voices of the merchants dwindled, leaving only this quiet night where even the grassland insects seemed to be subdued. The moon hung huge and bright in the night sky, accompanied by the shining stars. Looking up, I felt a sense of sorrow.
    

    
      ‘Mom…’
    

    
      Suddenly, I yearned for my mom’s embrace. There was a gaping hole that only my mother could fill.
    

    
      On a night like this, the wind felt especially cold.
    

    

    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 17: Dreaming of Skyknighthood
      
    

    
       
    

    
      “Keep your eyes peeled!”
    

    
      “Oi! You guys! If you don’t wanna croak, hurry up!”
    

    
      
        Neeeigh!
      
    

    
      Frowning, Leader Heath hurried the mercenaries. Normally, the mercenaries would be cursing a few times with a leisurely air, but now, they were silently peering into the distance while grasping their weapons.
    

    
      ‘Now they finally look the part.’
    

    
      Sometimes it was hard to tell whether these Black Wyvern Mercenaries were really mercenaries or just local small fries. With tense expressions, they were exuding the serious air of a mercenary. 
    

    
      ‘The atmosphere in this Orc Valley is pretty bloody.’
    

    
      The Orc Valley took up a portion of the Zarre Mountains. Only by passing through here could one cross over to Idbal Kingdom territory.
    

    
      ‘I won’t have to do recon with Fly, right?’
    

    
      Around 100 meters wide and 3,400 meters high, it wasn’t a valley but a huge gorge. We had to pass through this gorge, which would take half-day. Even I felt like something would jump out at us at any moment. From the destroyed carriages laying knocked over here and there, I could guess that quite a few people had gotten injured here.
    

    
      “Kyre, get off the horse and walk. You’ll just become a target for orc archers otherwise,” Ron said, holding his axe and shield.
    

    
      ‘This tension, it’s no joke.’
    

    
      My heart was racing more than that time I hunted the demon beast. The mood of the others was really contagious. The mercenaries and even the merchants were holding up shields while cautiously hurrying the carriages along.
    

    
      ‘Shouldn’t soldiers be guarding a path like this?’
    

    
      We were still in Dapis Kingdom territory; having passed the Fiore Territory, we were now in a barony on the Zarre Mountains. Although a place like this which was often used by merchants should be protected by those rich-with-taxes lords or royalty, soldiers were nowhere to be found.
    

    
      ‘They’re just saying that you should protect your own life, eh? I’ll keep that in mind as a reference.’
    

    
      Knowing something was different from experiencing it yourself. I was getting used to Kallian Continent’s customs one by one.
    

    
      ‘What’s that sound?’
    

    
      A very faint noise entered my ears. As my mana grew, my physical abilities, starting from my senses, grew stronger. Right now, I could hear the whinnying of horses and the shouts of people. It seemed something was happening not too far from us.
    

    
      ‘Will we be alright like this?’
    

    
      I hadn’t fought with any other monsters besides the taveliger before, but knowing their skills, I was somewhat doubtful that the Black Wyvern Mercenaries could handle a fight. It made me worried, since even though we had only been together for a short while, they were still my colleagues.
    

    
      “Ron, can you fight a few orcs on your own? Maybe three? Or five?”
    

    
      “Th-three? Ahem, of course there’s no problem even if ten of ‘em come running at once. Even if they’re orcs, this great Ron’s battle axe will split their heads like ripe watermelons! Uhahaha!”
    

    
      ‘Ten orcs? Even though it looks like it’ll be a close call with just one?’ Judging from Ron’s forced laughter and false pretence, I could grasp the fighting power of the orcs.
    

    
      “Stop the carriages!” called out Leader Heath, his senses sharpened.
    

    
      “Leader Heath, is, is there a problem?” said the merchant Hamer tremulously while leading the merchant group.
    

    
      “I’m afraid that we’ve got the worst luck today. It seems there’s a battle going on in the valley.”
    

    
      “A battle?”
    

    
      “I’m certain that other merchants are getting attacked. I can hear shouting on the wind.”
    

    
      “An, an attack...? Then what should we do?” asked Hamer with fright.
    

    
      “That’s something the employer should decide, isn’t it? What will you do?”
    

    
      The merchants had hired the mercenaries for moments like this. Heath passed over the decision to Hamer.
    

    
      “We have to get through here today...”
    

    
      Merchant Heath looked very troubled. A merchant group couldn’t just come and go whenever they wanted. Deadlines were quite pressing.
    

    
      “Then we will forcefully rush through.”
    

    
      “Please. If we can just go through here safely, I’ll add extra to your commission fee at the castle.”
    

    
      “Understood,” said Leader Heath, nodding with a dependable air. “Fellows, you all heard that, right? The boss wants us to break through! Mercenaries of the Black Wyvern! Can you do it?!”
    

    
      “No problem, we’ll break through!”
    

    
      “What’s one or two orcs to us!”
    

    
      “We are the invincible Black Wyvern Mercenaries!”
    

    
      “Then watch your lines and depart! Go!”
    

    
      After rousing up the group with false confidence, Heath raised his shield and stood at the very fore, followed by the next strongest mercenaries.
    

    
      ‘It seems like a pretty big battle though...’
    

    
      I understood the merchants’ feelings, but no matter how you cut it, it was too much to expect to get out scot-free with the Black Wyverns.
    

    
      Licking my lips, I followed the carriages next to Ron. In any case, I was bound to the mercenary group right now.
    

    
      If we were gonna do it, I had no choice but to follow along.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Everyone, prepare for battle!”
    

    
      Around 200 meters into the gorge, I suddenly saw a broad, open lot laid out between the walls of the gorge. A horrifying scene awaited us there. 
    

    
      ‘Those bastards!’
    

    
      There was a small merchant convoy with ten or so carriages and around 30 people, including mercenaries, coachmen, and merchants. The group was in fierce close-combat battle with hideous orcs whose lower bodies were clothed in leather.
    

    
      “Attack! Save the people!”
    

    
      Upon seeing the people getting attacked by orcs, Heath gave the battle command with a seething voice. Even as the words left his mouth, he was already moving.
    

    
      ‘There’s more than a hundred of them.’
    

    
      The orcs fought fiercely, wielding rusted spears and swords clearly taken from humans. All of them were only about 160 cm (5.2 ft) tall, but their bulging muscles and mottled skin was a sight to see. Fangs protruded from their faces, their noses boasted huge nostrils, and their eyes were filled with insanity.
    

    
      “O-orcs! Uwahhh!” cried Ron, though he had just said even ten orcs wouldn’t be his match.
    

    
      “Ron, aren’t you charging in?”
    

    
      “I, I want to, but who will guard the carriages?”
    

    
      While the other mercenaries were all running forward, Ron gave the carriages as an excuse and stood there trembling.
    

    
      
        Schwing!
      
    

    
      As for me, I unsheathed my sword and ran forth.
    

    
      “W-where are you going, Kyre?!!”
    

    
      “Can’t you see! I’m going to catch some orcs!”
    

    
      “It’s dangerous! Hurry and come back!”
    

    
      ‘It’s more dangerous to be with Ron!’ But I kept those words to myself and just ran.
    

    
      “Re-reinforcements!”
    

    
      “Everyone, fight on!!”
    

    
      
        Squeeeal! Squueaaaaaal!
      
    

    
      Scores of bleeding men lay collapsed on the ground. Their brainless massacre interrupted, the orcs shrieked upon seeing the Black Wyvern Mercenaries.
    

    
      
        Squeaal! Squeaaaal!
      
    

    
      The Orcs communicated with ear-shattering squeals. At least half of them turned around to face the Black Wyvern Mercenaries.
    

    
      “You bastards! Get a taste of this!”
    

    
      Heath ran at the forefront. A blue Aura Blade bloomed like a thin thread from his blade.
    

    
      According to the criteria here that I had heard from Ron, the strength of an Aura Blade was divided into several levels. Heath wasn’t a Blade Knight who could color his entire blade with Aura Blade, but an Aura User.
    

    
      He swung his large bastard sword at an orc that was plunging its spear forward.
    

    
      
        SQUEAAAAAAL!
      
    

    
      With a splattering sound, the orc was cleaved in half at the waist. Blue blood spurted out like a fountain as the orc gave out a dying howl, its yellow teeth gleaming.
    

    
      “You rotten orcs! Kill them all!”
    

    
      “How dare you, you shitty orcs!”
    

    
      
        Clang! Clang!
      
    

    
      Here were the invincible Black Wyvern Mercenaries, whose mouths were fiercer than their skills. They began to brawl with greater liveliness than I expected. 
    

    
      ‘Why do they have to look like humans...’
    

    
      Though they were orcs who were killing humans, they still walked upright. It didn’t feel great to watch them die.
    

    
      
        SQUEAAL!
      
    

    
      However, no one waited for me to make a decision. The orcs outnumbered us. Before I knew it, one of them was thrusting its rusted glaive at my neck.
    

    
      ‘Che!’
    

    
      Despite my feelings of reluctance, my body reacted rapidly. My weighty longsword, normally used by knights, swung down forcefully on the orc’s glaive. 
    

    
      
        Clash!
      
    

    
      Sparks flew as metal met metal.
    

    
      ‘It’s strong!’
    

    
      The feeling of colliding with simple muscular strength revealed the orc’s stupidly enormous power. It was like hitting a wall. Looking at these orcs, who could proudly look down on bodybuilders, I could finally understand why Master had laughed at my skills and asked me if I wanted to become orc poop.
    

    
      
        Guo!
      
    

    
      The Orc’s yellow eyes were blazing with fierceness. Looking at the eyes oozing with discharge and the mouth full of yellow teeth spitting thick gobs of saliva, my feelings of pity flew far, far away.
    

    
      ‘This isn’t a joke right now! This is a battlefield! If I want to live, I have to kill! I have to end this guy!’
    

    
      Having judged that my muscular strength was weaker than its own, the orc bared a fanged smile at me.
    

    
      “Hah!” With a grunt, I drew a little mana and filled my sword with it. Then, my sword cutting through the air with its speed, I let loose a horizontal slash.
    

    
      
        Schwinng!
      
    

    
      Slashing horizontally, the sensation of cutting through flesh and bone traveled from the hilt to my hand.
    

    
      Trembling seized my body for a moment, leaving me unable to pull out my sword from the Orc’s body.
    

    
      Demon beasts just looked like four-legged animals, so I had no qualms, but orcs were similar to humans. My heart raced and my breathing accelerated.
    

    
      
        Squeaaal!
      
    

    
      But even my horror lasted only a moment, because another orc thrust its long spear at the person who had just killed its comrade, me.
    

    
      Clenching my teeth with a grinding noise, I pulled out the sword from the orc. The moment I did so, blue blood spurted out with a gushing noise. The enormous force of the blood drenched my clothes. 
    

    
      ‘Kill to live!’
    

    
      My mind was shaken awake.
    

    
      Drenched as I was, I whirled with my sword and cut down on the orc’s forehead.
    

    

    
      “Ohh! Newcomer, aren’t you impressive?”
    

    
      “Did you see it? His blade was filled with a bluish Aura Blade!”
    

    
      “What? How could that be possible at that age!”
    

    
      “I’m telling you, I saw it with my own eyes!”
    

    
      ‘I got too worked up.’
    

    
      The bloodthirst exuded by the Orcs and mercenaries had gotten to me, too. As a result, ten or so orcs lay lifeless on the ground near me. 
    

    
      “Th-thank you! If it wasn’t for you all, we would have...”
    

    
      “Many thanks! The Wakhan Mercenaries sincerely express their thanks to your mercenary group.”
    

    
      “We merely lent a shoulder. But, did you not take Orc Valley too lightly? To attempt to cross with just twenty mercenaries...”
    

    
      The stares of the Black Wyverns moved to the merchants and mercenaries attacked by orcs. 
    

    
      “T-that is our fault. We had to pass through here suddenly but couldn’t acquire enough mercenaries...”
    

    
      “It is all due to our mercenary group’s incompetence.”
    

    
      The small convoy with only ten or so carriages was accompanied by the small Wakhan Mercenaries. To my eyes, the Black Wyvern Mercenaries wasn’t all that different, but Leader Heath was standing very tall and proud.
    

    
      “Ughh, please save me.”
    

    
      “Sob! M-mommy!”
    

    
      ‘There are so many injured.’
    

    
      Thanks to Heath’s and my contribution, the Black Wyvern Mercenaries had only accrued a few injuries, but the merchants, coachment, and Wakhan Mercenaries who had taken the brunt of the orcs’ attack had suffered huge damage. Many were injured or dying.
    

    
      ‘So this is death.’
    

    
      For the first time in my life, I saw someone dying. I saw the bodies of the people whose red blood contrasted with the blue blood of the orcs. Regret and some strange other feeling blocked my chest.
    

    
      “Please use a potion and treat the injured,” said Leader Heath, his brows furrowed.
    

    
      “But if we use a potion, it won’t just be a problem of orcs; other demon beasts could attack us.”
    

    
      The surviving merchants trembled in fear as they rejected Heath’s proposal.
    

    
      “That’s true. Once we pass Orc Valley, it will be several days before we can reach a village with a temple where we can acquire another potion. If they die, then it’s just their fate.” The leader of the Wakhan Mercenaries, a sideburns man, agreed with the merchants.
    

    
      ‘So they have to throw away their comrades in order to survive.’
    

    
      The mercenaries’ expressions were dark as they looked at the people with severe injuries. There were five or six people who looked like their breaths would stop at any moment without the help of potions or healing magic.
    

    
      “If only we had a mage at a time like this...”
    

    
      “What are you talking about, what kind of mage would join a third-rate mercenary group like this? Even first-rate mercenary groups are bending backwards to accommodate a 3rd Circle mage.”
    

    
      “Yeah. If it were me, I wouldn’t choose to enter a mercenary group that can’t even protect its own. You’d have to be empty in the head to do so.”
    

    
      Though it wasn’t their own colleagues who were dying and it wasn’t related to them, the Black Wyvern Mercenaries were watching on with pained expressions. Today, it was other mercenaries who were dying, but they knew it could very well be themselves the next day.
    

    
      “Ugh...”
    

    
      “Jeron, hold on! If you die to a wound like this, who will take care of the wife and kids you love! Fight on, Jeron!”
    

    
      A man was holding back tears as he pressed his hands against the bleeding belly of his friend Jeron, a man in his early thirties who had taken an orc’s spear to the abdomen.
    

    
      “M-my friend, I’m sorry but... my wife...” Blood surged from his mouth as the light began to fade from Jeron’s eyes.
    

    
      “Please move aside.”
    

    
      I couldn’t stand still and watch anymore.
    

    
      “Move? My friend is dying right now and you want me to move aside?” Jeron’s friend was biting his lips hard while fighting tears.
    

    
      “If you don’t want to kill your friend, then... please listen to me.”
    

    
      “Are you a fucking priest? Or a mage? How dare you keep me from watching my friend’s last moments! Geh–!”
    

    
      Without discerning friend between foe, the man directed his rage towards me.
    

    
      I raised my fist and punched him right then and there, my fist connecting with a thump.
    

    
      At the considerable force behind my punch, the man flew back and fell onto his butt.
    

    
      ‘It’s no time to be considering the consequences. My decision here can save lives.’
    

    
      The lives involved weren’t evil people who wanted to kill me, but regular third-rate mercenaries with families. They were precious lives that gave me no choice but to reveal the truth, which I had been concealing for my own comfort.
    

    
      “Heal!”
    

    
      “Woah!”
    

    
      “M-mage!”
    

    
      At my sudden impulsive actions, everyone’s gazes converged on me, and as soon as I brought forth the yellow light of life with magic, cries of shock exploded from the mercenaries.
    

    
      “Please hold on a bit. You won’t die.”
    

    
      The intestines were deeply injured by the spear attack. Thankfully, besides the guts, Jeron didn’t seem to have any other injuries.
    

    
      ‘That’s a relief.’
    

    
      No matter how often I saw it, the shocking power of magic fascinated me. The powerful mana that stabilized after ascending to the 5th Circle was transferred to some extent and treated the injury. Foam bubbled up on the injury as if disinfectant had been applied. Within the foam, the injury was being healed to perfection and new skin was formed on top.
    

    
      “He, he’s a 5th Circle mage!”
    

    
      “My god...!”
    

    
      Having accrued plenty of experience traveling the world, the mercenaries could tell my level of magic. Heal magic was possible even at the 2nd Circle, but it seemed the mercenaries had a rough idea of the Law of Mana Proportions, which stated that the level of magic would correspond to the number of circles and the amount of mana one possessed.
    

    
      “A,ahh! Thank you, sir Mage. Sob!”
    

    
      Despite receiving healing magic, the mercenary named Jeron thanked me with a face that still looked like he was in utter agony.
    

    
      ‘If you’re thankful, then live well!’
    

    
      There was no doubt that this man, Jeron, had taken up mercenary work in order to provide for his wife and kids. The hope of life began to blaze again in his eyes, replacing the despair that was there only moments before.
    

    
      ‘For things that go against my conscience, if I don’t do them even though I can, that too is a sin.’
    

    
      Just like that, I realized one of my guiding principles. It was a little presumptuous for a seventeen-year old boy like me to think this, but I was gradually becoming an adult on Kallian. 
    

    
      In this world, where the law of the jungle truly reigned, I had to live to the utmost with my own power...
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “I deeply apologize for anything that may have offended you up until now,” said Hamer, the leader of the merchants, as he bowed low.
    

    
      ‘This is why I hid it.’
    

    
      It was because I found out what kind of treatment mages received on Kallian from the villagers that I decided to hide my skills. However, my identity was revealed due to this situation where I had no choice, and the merchants and mercenaries who had grasped the truth were looking at me with fearful gazes even as we continued traveling.
    

    
      “No, please. It was my bad for concealing the fact that I am a mage.”
    

    
      “N-no! Please don’t say such a thing!”
    

    
      Waving his hand with a look of utter seriousness, it was painfully obvious how fearful Hamer was.
    

    
      “S-Sir Kyre, could you perhaps tell us which magic tower you are affiliated with...?”
    

    
      Leader Heath, who had thumped my shoulders while guffawing that I should just work hard under him only a few hours ago, was now cautiously asking a question about my identity. 
    

    
      “It’s a secret.”
    

    
      “Ah, yes, I understand.”
    

    
      He didn’t even ask twice. Heath nodded his head with a completely submissive attitude.
    

    
      ‘Are mages crime bosses? Why is everyone so afraid?’
    

    
      I hadn’t met any other mages yet, but I could get an idea of what kind of existences mages were from the fearful countenances of the mercenaries, who weren’t even normal civilians.
    

    
      “Is that Chadour Castle?”
    

    
      “Yes, that is the castle of Dapis Kingdom’s Marquis Rohan de Chadour.”
    

    
      While taking a short break after coming out of Orc Valley, I could see a castle on the plains far away.
    

    
      “He seems to be a person with a rather good reputation.”
    

    
      “That is indeed the case in the Dapis Kingdom. The northern lands protected by Marquis Rohan embody the most important strategic foothold in the country, so all the kingdom’s citizens, including His Royal Majesty, respect the marquis.”
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      We were still pretty high up on the mountain ridge, so the huge plains were stretched out before us. Above Chadour Castle emerged ten or so dots that flew towards us.
    

    
      “It’s the Marquisdom’s Skyknights!”
    

    
      “Wow! Amazing!”
    

    
      We still had half a day of traveling with the carriages to go, but the Skyknights and wyverns were able to cover that distance in just a moment.
    

    
      ‘So cool!’
    

    
      This was a coordinated group; it couldn’t be compared to Fiore Viscount’s wyvern, who had flown alone. Ten wyverns flapped their wings together in crane-wing formation. Just looking at it made my heart stop in my throat.
    

    
      ‘Skyknight...’
    

    
      My heart thumped at the mere mention of Skyknights.
    

    
      “Long live the Marquis!”
    

    
      “Wooohoo! You’re so cool!”
    

    
      In a flash, the wyverns were near us. Each one was equipped with magic armor and bore the dual-swords emblem of the marquisdom. Gripping reins atop the wyverns stood ten Skyknights, their red mantles flapping behind them.
    

    
      My hands turned into fists.
    

    
      ‘I will definitely become a Skyknight with the coolest wyvern!’
    

    
      This was a promise that I, Kang Hyuk, made to myself. As I watched the wyverns fly over our head and flap away, I resolved myself once again to become a Skyknight.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “W-what did you say? The egg alone costs 200 thousand Gold?”
    

    
      “It’s true. On top of that, top-grade holy water is poured onto them daily until they hatch in order to purge monster traces, and the costs to nurture them and train them to fly for just 1 year adds up to tens of thousands. In addition, to protect your wyvern, you have to purchase mithril alloy armor engraved with weight reduction and protection magic, which costs 100 thousand Gold alone, as well as the magic armor used by Skyknights, another tens of thousands of Gold. To acquire a single wyvern and start flying it, the initial costs are around 400 thousand Gold.”
    

    
      ‘4,400 thousand!’
    

    
      With 400 thousand Gold, you could even buy yourself a small territory. The people of Luna Village had been crying tears of blood over 50 Gold, but Hamer was spitting out a number like 400 thousand as if it was nothing. 
    

    
      “That’s why the place most central to every empire and kingdom is the Skyknight academy and its associated facilities. They can earn hundreds of thousands of Gold by breeding wyverns, and even if Skyknights with formal training didn’t shell out huge fees for hatched wyverns, the country would do their best to maintain these facilities.”
    

    
      ‘Leader Heath, you liar!’
    

    
      I gave the stink eye to Heath, who was off to the side drinking himself to death with the mercenaries.
    

    
      “Come, drink!” Heath cried out. “For us, there’s no such thing as tomorrow!”
    

    
      “Kuhaha! That’s right. To our Black Wyvern Mercenaries, there’s no such thing as the future! Only today exists!”
    

    
      “To our special-grade Black Wyverns which will one day possess a Skyknight, cheers!”
    

    
      ‘Maybe I should just report these guys for kidnapping young teens!’
    

    
      It wasn’t just me-- whenever we reached a village, the mercenaries enticed others to join them. Heath took advantage of the dream of most young men on this continent, the dream of becoming a Skyknight, to grow his mercenary group.
    

    
      ‘What nonsense are they spouting while drinking themselves away like that.’
    

    
      Since the merchants were paying this time, Heath and the Black Wyvern small fries were all looking deeply into their mugs. Now they were drunkenly causing a stir.
    

    
      “But why did you ask about Skyknights...?” Hamer glanced at me with a look that seemed puzzled as to why I asked about them when I already knew everything.
    

    
      “Haha, I was just wondering how the market is these days. My magic tower also has a considerable interest towards Skyknights.”
    

    
      “Ah! So that’s why. I did hear that these days, most magic towers were fostering mages to be their exclusive Skyknights; so that was true.”
    

    
      ‘What’s this all about now?’
    

    
      At my quickly spun excuse, Hamer nodded his head in understanding.
    

    
      “Will the empires and kingdoms stand still and let the magic towers gather Skyknights?”
    

    
      “Huh? You would know more about that, right, Sir Mage? Whether they’re an empire or not, it’s a simple truth that they can’t mess with a large magic tower.”
    

    
      As expected of a merchant, Hamer seemed to have noticed something from my words.
    

    
      “I just asked out of curiosity. These days, there are many mages who think that the magic towers are being looked down on due to Skyknights, so I simply asked once.”
    

    
      “So that’s the case. They are Skyknights who receive more preferential treatment than mages, after all...” said Hamer, watching me carefully for any reaction even as he spoke.
    

    
      “Hey, did you hear that rumor?”
    

    
      “Which one?”
    

    
      “That in order to pick out talented people, every empire and kingdom has opened their Knight school and Skyknight academies wide open this time.”
    

    
      “Does that mean civilians like us can also enroll?”
    

    
      “Yeah. The Bajran Empire has always focused on ability, so I expected it from them, but I didn’t know the other empires and kingdoms would allow this too.”
    

    
      Thanks to being on the border, Chadour Marquisdom enjoyed a healthy nightlife. The inn Hamer had chosen was large, and even with all the mercenaries and merchants, there were around a hundred other people drinking alcohol and chatting.
    

    
      From this crowd, I could hear an attractive line of words from the back.
    

    
      “If things keep going on like this, won’t it turn into a big matter? Why are they all scrambling to gather military power like this...”
    

    
      “This is just between us, but I hear war merchants are making a killing these days. The price of weapons and every kind of metal has jumped twofold all of a sudden.”
    

    
      “Already twofold?”
    

    
      “If I’d known this would happen, we would have switched from grain to war goods...”
    

    
      ‘Is something happening on the continent?’
    

    
      From the Ayran Merchants and other merchant groups’ words, the continent’s tension was palpable. It wasn’t blatant just yet, but the stirring tensions were definitely an elephant in the room.
    

    
      “Um… Sir Kyre.”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      While I was immersed in thought and grasping my mug of beer, Merchant Hamer covertly called my name.
    

    
      “I’m overstepping myself, but may I ask where you plan to go next?”
    

    
      “Why do you ask?” I said politely. Though I was treated with great respect as a mage, it still wasn’t right to speak down to an older person.
    

    
      “If perhaps our paths converge, then if you could assist our convoy a little...”
    

    
      ‘They said Bajran Empire had Black Wyverns, right?’
    

    
      Heath had spouted a lot of bull, but it didn’t seem like the stuff he said about Black Wyverns was wrong. And from what I heard from the merchants in the back, Bajran Empire was a place that valued ability more than heritage.
    

    
      “I am heading to the Bajran Empire.”
    

    
      “A-all the way to Bajran?”
    

    
      “Yes. Why, is it bad for me to go?”
    

    
      Hamer was unable to conceal his look of disappointment as he said, “No, that’s not it, it’s just that it’s different from where we planned to go.”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, that’s a relief.’
    

    
      God was helping me by delivering me a golden chance to bid this silly mercenary group farewell. I’d be an idiot to miss it.
    

    
      “It’s truly a shame. It would have been great if you could perchance come with the Ayran Merchant Group.”
    

    
      “Truly regretful. Alteus, check if there’s a reason for our mercenary group to go to Bajran.”
    

    
      “Ah! To think of it, the wine transportation merchant group led by master Lumes is departing from the country border tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Then that’s a relief. Go and quickly inform them that an outstanding mage is going with a low commission fee to Bajran.”
    

    
      ‘Fudge, these old guys are trying to eat me alive! A low commission fee?’
    

    
      The gears in Hamer’s head were sure turning quickly, as if he was afraid someone would accuse him of not being mercantile enough.
    

    
      “Alright everyone, cheers! To our long, continued friendship!”
    

    
      Rising from his seat, Hamer raised his glass towards the Black Wyvern Mercenaries and the merchants.
    

    
      “To, to whatever you just said~~!”
    

    
      “To friendship!”
    

    
      All the mercenaries were dead drunk. Yelling ‘To friendship,’ they knocked back more beer.
    

    
      ‘You guys, bye bye!’
    

    
      It was a shame, but I couldn’t keep following this dead-end mercenary group and cheap-ass merchant group.
    

    
      ‘Bajran Skyknight Academy! Uhahaha! Wait for me! This Kang Hyuk is coming to you!’
    

    
      Thinking about it in modern terms, it would be an elite course like the Air Force Academy. Dreaming about the glorious future ahead of me, I drank the refreshing beer.
    

    
      I prayed to the gods that my life would be as smooth as the Silk Road from now on, as smooth as the alcohol flowing down my throat.
    

    
      

      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 18: Skyknights of the Imperial Guard
      
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘The North sure is cold,’ I thought while listening to the buffeting wind.
    

    
      Several months had already passed since coming to Kallian. Since then, it had already become winter, and because it was situated in the North, Bajran’s weather was rather chilly.
    

    
      ‘Heh, who said in novels that teleport magic circles could be used in magic towers? Just lemme grab a hold of whoever said that! I’ll give them a perm with Fire Ball!’
    

    
      Following my memories of fantasy novels I had read in the past, I approached a magic tower in Chadour and told them I wanted to use teleport magic and asked how much it cost.
    

    
      Since I didn’t want to be seen as someone who had never used teleport magic before, I spoke with a self-assured tone. Facing me with wide eyes was a 4th Circle mage. Shortly afterwards, he suddenly got mad and summoned a Fire Ball while yelling at me to scram. 
    

    
      In the end, I had to quickly run away.
    

    
      ‘Dammit! Alright, I was doubtful while reading that too. With just that level of magic, does it make sense that spatial teleportation would really be possible?’
    

    
      Magic-related information was all written out in my head. Among the spatial spells, Warp magic was the lowest, starting at the 7th Circle. Even that required a tough teleportation magic circle where coordinates were necessary and the distance traveled was proportionate to the mana given.
    

    
      Knowing that, I felt momentarily defeated. I went to the magic tower thinking maybe it was possible, but only received a face full of insults.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, I still made it though.’
    

    
      Having been kicked out of the magic tower like that, I slowly traveled to the Bajran Empire on horseback. 
    

    
      Unfortunately, my difficulties didn’t end there. Because I was accosted at every territory and country border, I was eventually forced to enter a mercenary guild and receive a Grade 1 Mercenary badge. 
    

    
      Thankfully, the mercenary guild didn’t pry much. As soon as I showed them my blue Aura Blade, a Grade 1 Mercenary badge with my name on it was handed over to me. After that, I was able to pass through territories much more easily, and after two months of travel, the capital of Bajran Empire lay before my eyes.
    

    
      ‘It wasn’t long, but it sure was a fun trip.’
    

    
      Using a fairly well-made map as a guide, I had ridden my horse for two months all the way here. I acquired recent information from merchant groups or mercenaries traveling on the same path, and despite the back-breaking labor, I gained a taste for traveling.
    

    
      ‘As expected of the empire’s capital, it sure is big.’
    

    
      The huge wall ahead of me couldn’t be compared to the castles or forts that I had passed on my way here. Bajran’s capital was sprawled on these expansive plains, which were called the Great Northern Plains, and boasted a castle wall several tens of meters high, as tall as the eye could see.
    

    
      ‘A city where 200 thousand people are living...’
    

    
      As expected of the empire’s capital city, there were a whopping 200 thousand people living within. It wasn’t much compared to cities in the modern world, but for the Kallian Continent, which hadn’t yet developed science and technology, the number of people here was immense. Moreover, my jaw had dropped upon hearing that among the thousands of empire residents, 80 thousand of them alone were soldiers.
    

    
      ‘Most kingdoms have around 200 Skyknights. I heard empires have between 300 to 500 of them.”
    

    
      The info I had prioritized the most was about Skyknights. It was necessary in order to realize the beautiful future I dreamed of. The fighting force of knights, mages, and soldiers was also important, but on this continent, Skyknight numbers determined a country’s strength.
    

    
      ‘I wonder what will bring me happiness here? Shall we go in?’
    

    
      I wanted to live not pressed to the ground but high and mighty, like Master on Earth. If it was my fate to be here, then it was only smart to seek the things that brought me joy.
    

    
      “Naldo! Run! Hiya!”
    

    
      With a loud whinny that I had heard plenty of times during our two months together, Ronaldo galloped forward with liveliness, as if he understood my words.
    

    
      Accompanied by the sound of Ronaldo’s hoofbeats, my horse blew out white condensation while galloping on.
    

    
      Like the saying that all paths lead to Rome, I followed the empire’s long government-managed road and ran towards Vaisha Capital. 
    

    
      In my heart nestled a great dream.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Uwahh~!!”
    

    
      I was so impressed that an exclamation burst from my lips.
    

    
      ‘What’s all this! This is so bomb, it’s killer!’
    

    
      According to the information I gathered, the first founding emperor, Alvatreon, was originally a commoner. After acquiring a black wyvern through a stroke of luck, he surpassed the nobles and formed the empire during the continent’s period of turmoil. Because of that, unlike other empires or kingdoms, Bajran Empire placed more importance on one’s ability.
    

    
      ‘I was told the Skyknight Academy examination starts tomorrow and lasts for just 15 days.’
    

    
      This was the reason why I didn’t let myself get distracted and only gathered information while running non-stop to Bajran. The special entrance examination for the Skyknight Academy was open to commoners as well. As long as you had the skill, you could become a knight-- that was the kind of place Bajran was.
    

    
      ‘Recruiting talented people is probably what allowed them to get a foothold and thrive on this continent.’
    

    
      After showing my mercenary badge, I was allowed to pass through the thick, 15-meter high wall, and the capital’s scenery entered my eyes. At a glance, I could see countless carriages and people traveling through the castle wall. Just like how Jongo district would be packed with foot traffic on the weekend, an incredible number of people were walking to and fro here.
    

    
      ‘As I thought, it’s nice to be in a big pond!’
    

    
      The scale and crowds here couldn’t be compared to the territories I had passed until now. On top of that, there were countless antique-looking stone buildings laid out in front of me. It was exactly the fantasy world I had yearned for.
    

    
      ‘Let’s go get some money first. After all, first impressions make the man.’
    

    
      The money in my pocket was more than enough for my travels. However, the path I was going to walk now was an elite course that would lead to knighthood. With that in mind, I wanted to keep an adequate amount on hand.
    

    
      “Excuse me... are you perhaps looking for a place to stay?”
    

    
      The moment I decided to ask someone about where I could find a Rubis Merchant Group store, a faint voice called out to me from down low.
    

    
      ‘Is it a touter?’
    

    
      
        [TN: A touter is someone who tries to draw in customers.]
      
    

    
      The voice belonged to a young boy who looked just about 12 years old, but his attire was clean and his eyes were shining.
    

    
      ‘The others don’t even bother, huh.’
    

    
      This kid still had traces of baby fat on his face. Bigger boys were targeting merchants or people who had just entered the castle, but this small kiddo, having been forcefully pushed aside, was shyly talking to me.
    

    
      “Do you know where I can get the most delicious food and comfortable sleeping quarters?”
    

    
      “Huh? Yes! I know all the inns in the capital with the most delicious food and cozy lodgings. May I guide you around?”
    

    
      ‘Just take a look at this kid? He’s cute.’
    

    
      He was young, but in order to eat and live, this kid undoubtedly had no choice but to jump into the front lines of working life. Unlike the other kids who were busy attracting customers, his manner of speech was rather dignified.
    

    
      “I’ll leave it to you.”
    

    
      “Thank you very much!”
    

    
      As soon as I gave permission, the kiddo took Ronaldo’s reins. I couldn’t help but feel sad and proud at the same time.
    

    
      “What’s your name?”
    

    
      “Hehe. My name is Alex.”
    

    
      “Alright, Alex. Do you happen to know the Rubis Merchants?”
    

    
      “The Rubis Merchants? Of course. The Rubis Merchants have the biggest building on Merchant Street.”
    

    
      “Is it close by?”
    

    
      “Yes! To the right of that street there is Merchant Street. Shall I guide you there?”
    

    
      “Please do so, Alex.”
    

    
      As young as he was, his bravery was limitless. He was heaven and hell apart from the cheeky brat in Luna Village, Deron.
    

    
      ‘I wonder how Hans and Cecil are doing.’
    

    
      I had left things to Jamir, but I was still a bit worried. Since I kicked his ass, it was possible that the lord could bear a grudge and target the village.
    

    
      ‘I dare you to touch Luna Village. I’ll beat you to a pulp if you do!’
    

    
      To me, Luna Village was like my homeland. There was no way I couldn’t be concerned.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “We’re here. Here is the Rubis Merchant Group Branch,” informed Alex gallantly. 
    

    
      ‘Hooh, seems to be a pretty successful conglomerate.’
    

    
      This street was as fancy as Myeong-dong Street and packed with countless storefronts. Rubis Branch’s stone building dominated the others on the street with 5 floors. With a satisfied smile, I dismounted from my horse.
    

    
      “Alex, I’ll be back so wait here a bit.”
    

    
      “Yes, please do not worry.”
    

    
      ‘Little kid.’
    

    
      At his cute and brave appearance, I patted his head once and walked towards the building.
    

    
      “How may I help you? We do not sell wares here...”
    

    
      Though we were in the securely policed empire capital, two people with swords were guarding the entrance.
    

    
      “I’ve come to collect my money.”
    

    
      ".....?"
    

    
      At the mention of money, the two guards looked me up and down. “Are you joking right now? Where do you think this... Ah!”
    

    
      Having just completed my long journey, I was still clothed in a thick traveler’s robe and dusty from the road. In their position, I also wouldn’t allow someone who looked like me into the building. However, I had something they couldn’t possibly ignore—a token that certified my identity, given to me by Jamir.
    

    
      “A, a Supervisor Token!”
    

    
      “Welcome!”
    

    
      While the person who had blocked me was frozen in shock, the other guard quickly lowered his head.
    

    
      “I can come in now, yes?”
    

    
      “I am truly sorry. Please come inside,” said the guard with a humbled expression while opening the door.
    

    
      “Do your best, will you? Don’t just judge based on outer appearance. Tsk tsk.”
    

    
      “Huh? U-understood.”
    

    
      Passing the guards who were nodding like bobbleheads, I straightened my shoulders and walked in.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Special guest? Jamir’s got a good pair of eyes.’
    

    
      When I held out the token given by Jamir after entering the Rubis Merchant Group building, someone who was the top dog here came out and bowed his head to me. I didn’t know what had happened in just a few months, but apparently, Jamir had jumped from one of the twelve supervisors to one of just three executives.
    

    
      The token representing Jamir had an impressive effect. The 10 thousand Gold I was supposed to receive somehow multiplied to several hundred thousand due to interest, and thanks to executive merchant Jamir’s fame, I received special treatment reserved for high-ranking nobility at every Rubis store. I heard all of this from the manager, who offered me a cup of hot tea with a congenial smile.
    

    
      ‘So they’re saying I’ve got a 20% discount on all items sold by the Rubis Merchant Group, eh? I can even take a credit loan of 100 thousand Gold.’
    

    
      The large-scale merchant groups operated similarly to the banks in the 21st century. My mood grew cheerful upon receiving Jamir’s extreme favor.
    

    
      ‘Keep it up. I’ll be your driving force in the future.’
    

    
      There was no need to withdraw too much, so I only took out 1,000 Gold. Though our deal had been in Dapis Kingdom currency, the same amount applied here in the empire, probably because Gold coins were minted with gold metal.
    

    
      While on Merchant Street, I purchased and put on a set of clothes that were currently trendy-- a white medieval tunic and a black leather mantle suitable for the winter weather. The comfort level fell a bit short of modern standards, but perhaps because it was made with natural materials, the fabric felt amazing to the touch.
    

    
      “Here is Elmar’s Resthouse, which I highly recommend. It is one of the top-level accommodations in the city; even nobles who wish to rest well frequently come here,” said Alex while guiding me.
    

    
      ‘Yup, this looks about right.’
    

    
      In front of me was a large, five story building. Adorning its entrance was a golden sign with the words “Elmar’s Resthouse.” It was obvious at a single glance that this was a luxury inn.
    

    
      “Welcome!” 
    

    
      As I stopped my horse in front of the building, two neatly clothed employees who were watching the entrance came over and bowed their heads.
    

    
      “Alex, thanks for the trouble.”
    

    
      “No trouble at all. Hehe, thanks to you, cool Mr. Knight, I was able to earn enough food for the whole day. Thank you very much. With the grace of the Goddess of Blessings, Semire, may peace be upon you,”
    

    
      ‘Brat...’
    

    
      Despite his age, Alex showed a dignified and cool appearance.
    

    
      “Go to the kitchen in the back.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      The employees looked at Alex with piercing eyes that clearly said he should make himself scarce. It seemed that if he brought customers like me over to the inn, he would be given food.
    

    
      “Wait a moment, Alex. You still haven’t received your commission.”
    

    
      “Huh, commission?” About to turn around, Alex looked quizzically at my face.
    

    
      Ting! I grasped one Gold from my breast pocket and threw it towards Alex.
    

    
      Alex caught the coin by reflex.
    

    
      “Holy! Is, is this...?” Rather than showing gratefulness, the blood drained from Alex’s face. “It’s, it’s Gold!”
    

    
      Not just Alex, but the employees also looked shocked.
    

    
      “In the future, live just as you are doing now. If you do so, the future you dream of will open up.”
    

    
      I saw my past self in him, so I gave Alex a few words of encouragement.
    

    
      “T-Thank you so much.”
    

    
      Holding the gold carefully with both hands, Alex bowed low with a trembling body. It was only a small amount to me, but it was most certainly an amount Alex had never seen in his life.
    

    
      I firmly believed that even if he received a large amount, Alex wouldn’t waste it carelessly.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, money should be used like this.’
    

    
      There was an ancient saying, “One makes money like a dog and spends it like a minister.”
    

    
      I dismounted from my horse and walked towards the inn.
    

    
      “M-May I ask your name? Please tell me,” Alex beseeched, his voice full of tears.
    

    
      “Kyre, my name is Kyre.”
    

    
      “Kyre....”
    

    
      Alex repeated my name quietly, as if to engrave it in his heart.
    

    
      While patting the kiddo’s soft hair, I walked into the inn.
    

    
      Now, I wanted to rest quietly. It had been fun, but traveling was a tiring business.
    

    

    
      “Aahh! Feels great!”
    

    
      I washed my body with Clear magic every morning, so there wasn’t any dirt, but the feeling of submerging my body in hot water was truly a pleasure.
    

    
      “Is it because magic has developed?”
    

    
      I rented a top suite that cost 3 Gold per day. Then I went into a tub that seemed to be crafted out of marble and let my fatigue be washed away.
    

    
      Reclining in the tub, I looked at my room. The room was huge, almost as big as the 150 sq. m. (1600 sq. ft.) apartment I’d lived in on Earth. A plushy, clean, wide bed occupied the room, along with antique style furniture that my mother would surely like. All in all, it was as nice as the luxury suite my parents had booked for their wedding anniversary.
    

    
      “La la~ Lalalala~”
    

    
      As I lay in the spacious tub, I began to hum involuntarily. I closed my eyes and let myself be submerged in my thoughts.
    

    
      ‘The Skyknight Selection Exam... Huhu. It feels like I’m taking a school test.’
    

    
      My thoughts drifted to the Skyknight Selections that were starting tomorrow. That I would pass was a sure thing, but pre-test nerves tingled through my body.
    

    
      Suddenly, I heard someone knocking at the door.
    

    
      “Who is it?”
    

    
      ‘Who’s there? I was so comfy though.’
    

    
      I wanted to enjoy this sensation of utter relaxation longer, but I was startled awake by the sound of knocking.
    

    
      “It is the manager.”
    

    
      I recalled a birthmarked face belonging to a man rubbing his hands and smiling ingratiatingly at me as soon as I walked in.
    

    
      “Is there a problem?”
    

    
      “That is, dear guest, I am very sorry, but would it be possible to exchange rooms?”
    

    
      ‘My room? Is this old dude crazy!’
    

    
      “I refuse,” I said, closing my eyes while soaking in the tub.
    

    
      From my door came the manager’s low voice, “Dear guest, I beg you. Your stay will be free of charge, so please move to another room!” His voice was full of urgency.
    

    
      “I said, I refuse.”
    

    
      “Dear guest, it’s not just me that will get hurt but you might get hurt too. There are nobles who wish to rest in our top suite. Please switch to a different room~! I beg of you!”
    

    
      ‘Noble? I’ve run into some nasty scum.’
    

    
      “The hell is going on! Has the room not been cleared yet?”
    

    
      “The Young Master said he wanted the room, so why haven’t you cleared it yet!”
    

    
      “Oh, Gods! Please spare me, Sir Knights!”
    

    
      While I was filled with ominous feelings regarding nobles, a very harmonious(?) conversation was going on outside the door.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Ackk!”
    

    
      As the conversation went on, I heard proof that physical action had been taken. Another heavy thump sounded in the hallway.
    

    
      “Oi! Who the hell is in there! If we say to take the room, then it will be taken!”
    

    
      ‘Say whaaat? Get a load of these guys!’
    

    
      I only wanted to prime myself with a good mood for the exam ahead, but what greeted my eyes next were two knights with blue mantles atop thick magic plate armor. The knights roughly opened the door and rushed in.
    

    
      ‘These rude little bastards!’
    

    
      The two knights opened the door without my permission and came in without compunction.
    

    
      “How bold! How dare you refuse when a noble wishes to use this room?” 
    

    
      “This is your last warning! Put on your clothes and scram!”
    

    
      The two knights spat out arrogant words. Anyone who was human would definitely furrow their brows in my situation.
    

    
      “But I dun wanna?”
    

    
      “What, you, you don’t want to?”
    

    
      “Kuku, this guy dares to disdain a knight; he’s a crazy guy who wants to die.”
    

    
      These two knights showed rude expressions.
    

    
      “Looks like he’s someone who will only come to his senses if he is dragged out like a dog.”
    

    
      “For a damn commoner to dare...!”
    

    
      The two approached me while wearing armor covered in dust. My mood hit a new low.
    

    
      “If you come one step closer, I won’t take responsibility.”
    

    
      With enrollment at the Skyknight Academy ahead of me, I didn’t want to cause a ruckus, but these guys really weren’t cutting me a break.
    

    
      “Puhahahah! Responsibility?”
    

    
      “This little brat, how dare he—!”
    

    
      Ignoring my warning, they approached with heavy footsteps.
    

    
      I raised my submerged hand and lifted it out of the tub.
    

    
      “Lightning!” I called out, quick-casting 3rd Circle magic.
    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzzzzt!
      
    

    
      “Kyaaaaakk!”
    

    
      “Aaaaaghhh!”
    

    
      The two men who had been approaching me with nasty smiles were engulfed in sparks, making them cry out in pain. Maybe their armor was cheap? Shortly afterwards, their bodies emanated dense smoke and they collapsed bonelessly to the bare ground, thumping loudly.
    

    
      ‘Shit! Which frickin’ brat is it?’
    

    
      The problem was, of course, not the hunting dogs, but the person who had set the hunting dogs loose.
    

    
       I rose from the water, dripping. The wind blowing in from the North made my body shiver as all my hairs stood on end.
    

    
      ‘You’re all dead.”
    

    
      Noble or whatever, what I needed right now was to blow off my rage towards the person who had broken my tranquil peace. I ground my teeth as I put on my clothes.
    

    
      I really wanted to see what kind of expression the noble who destroyed my mood was wearing.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “Hoho, it is truly a relief. If I hadn’t met you, Lord Alfonso, I wouldn’t have been able to get the room.”
    

    
      “Haha, well, I didn’t do anything. Even if I wasn’t around, your knights would have saved you, Miss Luciella.”
    

    
      “Rumor has it that the heir of Lyphon Viscounty is a noble faithful to the code of chivalry, and it seems to be true. In the name of the Tymon Barony, allow me to express my thanks once again.”
    

    
      I left the room, passing the unconscious knights and the limp inn manager, and came down to the dining area on the ground floor. There, I heard a blushing conversation between two nobles.
    

    
      ‘They sure are having fun.’
    

    
      Receiving an escort of around ten knights, two people who looked like nobles were busy flattering each other.
    

    
      “It’s quite embarrassing. I can only express my thanks to His most sagacious Royal Majesty and the God of Fate, Romero, for allowing our paths to cross and for enabling me to take part in the Sky Knight Selection Exam.”
    

    
      “Hoho, I must also thank His Royal Majesty and the Goddess of Blessings, Semire, for this honorable meeting, where I can meet you again, Lord Alfonso.”
    

    
      ‘Grooooss! I suddenly have goosebumps all over!’
    

    
      While still on the stairs, the things I heard and saw gave me gooseflesh. I was also someone who could say greasy things with a straight face, but these guys were on a different level. It was as bad as Charles Ponzi, the famous scammer, and Henry Ass Kissinger, a world-class sycophant.
    

    
      “But it’s strange, the knights haven’t come down yet. I would like to rest after traveling such a long distance...” The speaker was a woman wearing a white mage robe rather than a dress normally worn by women here. Her face was pretty good-looking, but her sharply slanted eyes gave her the impression that she was a fox about to catch and eat up her prey.
    

    
      “Sir Pete, why aren’t the knights coming down?”
    

    
      As the female mage wrinkled her brow, the man next to her scolded one of the knights standing nearby. They looked exactly like a match made in heaven-- two stereotypically shitty nobles who would do something like this to an innocent bystander.
    

    
      “I shall go see what is going on!”
    

    
      Because the top suite of this inn was on the fifth floor, nobody here had heard the pained cries of the knights I had knocked out. The knight in his early forties named Pete briskly nodded and turned around to face the stairs.
    

    
      At that moment, his eyes met mine, which were looking on from the stairs.
    

    
      A natural smile appeared on my lips.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Puzzled by my smile, a doubtful look appeared in Pete’s eyes.
    

    
      “Haha! Who are the kind folks looking for me? Where is the owner of the crazy knights who didn’t receive proper knight education and barged into the room of a person enjoying their bath~?” I called out very loudly with a bright laugh.
    

    
      As soon as my words fell, the sound of swords being unsheathed rang throughout the dining hall.
    

    
      At least they weren’t completely stupid-- my sarcasm didn’t fall on deaf ears.
    

    
      “W-who are you? Where are my knights?” said Alfonso, his face red with anger as he leapt from his seat. It was clear that the master himself hadn’t received a proper education, either.
    

    
      ‘Damn you, I’ll get my revenge today!’
    

    
      Tomorrow’s events are a problem for tomorrow. Today, I really wanted to make these guys responsible for completely ruining my mood.
    

    
      “The knights? Those guys are nicely laid out and going to the gates of hell and back. Would you also like to go?”
    

    
      I made a nasty smile and gently provoked him. A person who had disturbed my first taste of relaxation in two months without good reason was bound to become my eternal enemy.
    

    
      “You dare to speak down to a noble! You’re asking for death!” cried out Pete, scolding me with his eyes.
    

    
      “Speaking down my ass. Would you like it if you were taking a nice bath and then someone barged in on you to steal your room? Would you like it if you were dipping your bread in some soup to enjoy and someone blew their nose right on it!”
    

    
      All my accumulated resentment towards the behavior of the nobles and knights up until now was about to blow.
    

    
      I also directed my words towards the smattering of other people in the dinery, who were snickering and watching my reasonable rage with curiosity.
    

    
      “Naturally, that is a noble’s right! How dare you, a mere commoner, interfere with matters of nobles who are protected by imperial law! It seems you will only admit your wrongs after seeing your own blood!”
    

    
      These nobles really didn’t see their own faults.
    

    
      ‘This isn’t the only knight school around!’
    

    
      If a man is truly, truly angered, he needs to vent it somehow. The Bajran Empire wasn’t the only place with a Skyknight Academy. With my skills, there were countless kingdoms that would beg me to come to them while holding my coattails. I was determined to give these people an unforgettable taste of my 21st century commoner fist.
    

    
      “Your right? You sure are talking out of an ogre’s ass. Do you eat five times a day and poop three times? A noble who only says flattering words all day, my ass! Get a taste today of this low-born commoner’s fist!”
    

    
      Wooooiinngg! I activated my 5th Circle mana.
    

    
      Then I unsheathed my thick sword.
    

    
      “Attack! Slice that bastard’s head off!” At my bombardment of insults, Alfonso, whose face had become ashen-blue, commanded his knights to murder me.
    

    
      “Kill him!”
    

    
      As angry as Alfonso himself, the knights threw Aura Blade onto their swords. Their mana was as feeble as a writhing earthworm.
    

    
      ‘You’re all dead!’
    

    
      For people who messed with me first, mercy wasn’t a term in my books. This was self-defense! Not only that, but I was raising my fist sword of love in order to educate them on good character.
    

    
      I threw my shoulders back and broke out in laughter. “Uhahahaha! Today, I shall teach you all that the world is a scary place, you shitty orc goonies!”
    

    
      I was someone who only feared my parents. These people dared to anger such a person; I could only give them my hot rage in return.
    

    
      Pete’s sword came flying towards my stomach.
    

    
      “Ahh!”
    

    
      “Uh oh!”
    

    
      The bystanders cried out in fear.
    

    
      ‘You dare!’
    

    
      I gathered mana and cut down on the sword that was coming from below. The swords clashed, causing a clear clang to ring out.
    

    
      Then I raised my right foot and horsekicked the dude named Pete.
    

    
      Taking my powerful kick to his face, the lump of armor went flying about 3 meters and hit the ground hard. He wasn’t even able to cry out as he lost consciousness because my foot had connected with his mouth.
    

    
      “Th-that bastard! What are you doing! Hurry and kill him!” cursed Alfonso.
    

    
      “O burning rage of fire, light blazing in the darkness...”
    

    
      While the knights were hesitating, the woman wearing mage robes began casting a Fire Ball.
    

    
      ‘Vicious woman!’
    

    
      In order to kill a single person, this evil woman was unleashing a spell that could turn the whole building into a sea of flames.
    

    
      With a crunch, I tore off the railing of the stairs.
    

    
      ‘Shut your damn mouth!’
    

    
      And then, I simply threw the wood at the woman who was completely focused on her spell activation.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Aaaahh!”
    

    
      She took a hit to her lower abdomen and sank to the ground. The mana she had been gathering dissipated like smoke with a hiss.
    

    
      “To, to injure a noble’s body! Hurry and kill him! I said, kill himmm!”
    

    
      ‘Have I’ve stepped past the line of no return? Kuku.’
    

    
      Alfonso was stomping while browbeating his knights. “Kill him!!”
    

    
      The knights rushed towards the narrow stairs.
    

    
      “Hup!” Facing the knights who were rushing in, I put mana into the blunt of my sword, not the blade. Then, I held it like a baseball bat and crashed it into the knight at the very front.
    

    
      “Aaaaaack!”
    

    
      It was only the blunt side of my sword hitting his metal armor, but there was the sound of ripping leather.
    

    
      Then, I struck the ground hard, sending a powerful wave of force to the five or six knights clumped together.
    

    
      ‘You won’t die, you guys!’
    

    
      For better or for worse, I didn’t want to go as far as to commit murder. Therefore, I controlled my strength to the appropriate level, which allowed the force to be dispersed through their armor.
    

    
      “Y-you bastard, have you no fear Em-Empire law!”
    

    
      Left with only a few knights, Alfonso spoke a few words that exposed his fear. He appeared to have lost all his bluster.
    

    
      ‘Let’s take care of this real fast and skedaddle!’
    

    
      I wasn’t stupid, so I knew beating up nobles and knights in the empire capital would soon send capital police running over.
    

    
      I approached the worst one of them all, the man named Alfonso.
    

    
      “You need to take a hit or two.”
    

    
      Staring at the man’s trembling eyes, I stalked forward. Every time I took a step forward, he took a hesitant step back.
    

    
      Holding their swords, his knights stood before their master, blocking my path.
    

    
      Smiling evilly, I raised my sword. Then I gathered mana into a blue Aura Blade that shone brilliantly. 
    

    
      “A-Aura Blade Knight!”
    

    
      The knights finally discerned my level.
    

    
      “Hup!” Grunting, I swung my sword and flung the trembling knights aside left and right.
    

    
      “Halt!”
    

    
      At that moment, a short command suddenly entered my ears.
    

    
      With a tingle, I felt an energy as sharp as a blade from behind me.
    

    
      “Woah!”
    

    
      Whirling around, I saw some very astonishing people.
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      The first person I saw was wearing a mantle as red as blood. The second person had on a black muffler around their neck. And the last person was equipping a unique silver armor under a red mantle.
    

    
      “Sky, Skyknight!”
    

    
      From someone’s mouth came the word ‘Skyknight.’
    

    
      ‘Holy!’
    

    
      Even I was surprised. The three people who entered the inn gave off an intense air of nobility—they were Skyknights.
    

    
      Among them, the one at the front had incredible silver hair that contrasted with her red mantle, and she was biting her long, plump lips with a troubled look as she stared at me.
    

    
      ‘F-Female Skyknight?’
    

    
      Surprisingly enough, despite having told me to halt, this person was a female Skyknight who made my heart thump wildly the moment I saw her.
    

    
      “Sk-Skyknights of the Empire Royal Guard...” Someone whispered in a fit.
    

    
      ‘The heck, you’re telling me these are the masters of legendary Black Wyverns?!!’
    

    
      

      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 19: Apostle of the Skies, Countess Irene
      
    

    
       
    

    
      “Anyone who moves without permission from this point onwards will be terminated,” quietly warned a man with indigo blue hair. He was standing behind the woman on her right side, his hand resting lightly on the sword at his hip.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      In a single breath, the inn became silent as a mouse. A single sentence from the Skyknight brought total peace to the battlefield.
    

    
      ‘The pressure is insane!’
    

    
      These weren’t just regular Skyknights, but the masters of the continent’s strongest black wyverns; they were Skyknights of the Bajran Imperial Guard.
    

    
      “Ey, we came to drink some beer after our training... You guys are causing a fuss within the capital without any fear? And you’re all so young, too.”
    

    
      “W–What are you saying so crudely! I am the heir who will be the next Lord of Lyphon Viscounty!”
    

    
      At the cynical words of the man on the woman’s left, Alfonso forcefully played his “heir” card.
    

    
      “So what?” retorted the strawberry blond man. His gaze was as if he were looking at a neighborhood mutt.
    

    
      ‘Hoo, he knows how to handle people.’
    

    
      With just a smattering of words, the man made Alfonso's face go beet red. It was pretty cool.
    

    
      “What, what do you mean ‘So what?’ I’m an aristocrat of heritage! Even if you’re a Knight of the Imperial Guard, I’m not someone you can treat lightly!” said Alfonso, emphasizing the word ‘aristocrat.’
    

    
      “Puhahaha! Well, aren’t you droll?” the man drawled, looking at Alfonso mockingly. “Did you think this was the backwards territory where you played king? Heir? A mere heir who hasn’t yet received a noble peerage dares to bare his blade in the capital? You didn’t know that the Imperial Knights can kill you without trial for drawing your blade and committing violent acts or murder, did you?” 
    

    
      He was really so dynamic that I wanted to chat about life with him over a beer.
    

    
      “Knight Rothello, stop.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      At the fairy-like woman with silver hair’s command, the man named Rothello smartly came to attention and shut his mouth.
    

    
      ‘Wow!’ I thought in utter admiration.
    

    
      Though she was an absolutely stunning woman exuding innocence and looking as weak as a bug, the aura she was emanating was no joke.
    

    
      “Did you say your name was Alfonso?”
    

    
      “Huh? I–Indeed,” replied Alfonso cautiously, his face having gone white after hearing Rothello’s threat.
    

    
      Even a brick would know that the woman standing before us held a remarkable status.
    

    
      “I am Countess Irene, Skyknight of the Imperial Guard.”
    

    
      “A–Apostle of the Skies, Countess Irene!”
    

    
      From somebody’s mouth came a surprised exclamation.
    

    
      ‘Apostle of the Skies? It really suits her!’
    

    
      The woman named Irene gave off such a strong air of purity that I could believe it if someone told me she was a priestess. It wouldn’t be unfair to call this woman wearing a red mantle a goddess.
    

    
      “If you are an heir of nobility, then you should know this much. The rule in all places that fall under His Imperial Majesty’s jurisdiction is that Imperial Law takes precedence over the common law managed by nobles. And this is the capital, where the Emperor and the Imperial Family reside. No matter who it is, anyone who disdains His Imperial Majesty or the Imperial Family will die by my hands, for I am a Skyknight of the Great Bajran Empire's Imperial Guard, a Skyknight who lives by the Emperor’s command. Even if that person is a noble.”
    

    
      Each and every word from Countess Irene was quiet, but firm.
    

    
      ‘So cool!’ I couldn’t help but cheer inside.
    

    
      “Now speak. Why have you taken arms and fought on the sacred land of His Imperial Majesty?”
    

    
      ‘Maybe... I’m looking forward to it.’ I began to hope that she could show impartiality and be on my side.
    

    
      “That, that is... that man...”
    

    
      Crushed by Irene’s sharp aura, Alfonso started his stumbling testimony. He really didn’t seem to be able to come up with any excuses. With his aristocrat heir position, he was a man who had lived his whole life with a silver spoon in his mouth. There was no way he could give a valid reason.
    

    
      “I am Luciella of Barony Tymon. I am so very grateful for this opportunity to see the sword and shield guarding the empire, the Imperial Guard’s Skyknights.” The cheap bitch who started the whole incident bowed slightly and wagged her fox tail.
    

    
      “You seem to be a mage. Are you a Skyknight applicant?”
    

    
      “Yes, Countess Irene,” said the evil woman, smiling wide at Irene’s interest.
    

    
      “You may report if you know about this incident. Only, you must take responsibility for it.”
    

    
      “Of course. How could I possibly lie to people of such nobility?”
    

    
      Even as a noble herself, Luciella was careful with her words in front of the Skyknights. It was a scene that revealed the status of the capital’s Imperial Guard Skyknights.
    

    
      “To be honest, my fault in the matter is quite large. For the sake of the Skyknight Selection Exam starting tomorrow, I departed from my territory early, but we were attacked on the way to the capital and delayed for a moment. In my moment of crisis, the heir of the Lyphon Viscount family, Lord Alfonso, and his attending knights appeared and slayed the monsters, allowing me to safely arrive in the capital. However, my poor luck continued and I was unable to find luxury accommodations suitable for a person of noble heritage. It was then that we found this place.”
    

    
      ‘I’m dumbfounded.’
    

    
      This fox, Luciella, began telling lies from the very beginning, not even stopping to breathe. I had definitely heard her say that she was able to acquire a room thanks to meeting Alfonso, but somehow, the cheap-ass Alfonso was painted as a dashing knight she met much earlier today.
    

    
      “As soon as we entered this inn with our tired bodies, I requested the top suite, in accordance with the teaching that states that nobles should always seek the very best formalities that suit their status. However, someone was already occupying the top suite, and we, being in a tight spot, asked the person to yield the room to us. But... that ignorant commoner put faith in his abilities and sowed discord, so to uphold our noble honor, we were forced to draw swords. And so, the situation became like this.”
    

    
      ‘Does she want to be some kind of author in the future?’
    

    
      Anyone who heard this without knowing the truth would believe it; that’s how sincere Luciella appeared as she spouted her 100% fantasy. Even I was immersed in her story.
    

    
      “Please allow me to once again apologize for drawing our swords and causing a fuss in the capital. However, according to common law, if a noble incurs an affront, one is permitted to draw one’s swords for the sake of one’s honor, no matter who or what the other party is. Lord Alfonso and his attending knights simply did their utmost in order to preserve their noble’s honor.”
    

    
      Her viciousness was deeply rooted in her words. I didn’t know where she received her education, but this evil woman, Luciella, was spitting out lies with great fluency.
    

    
      I made sure to engrave her face into my memory.
    

    
      ‘The next time we meet, know you’re dead meat! Shit!’ I locked my deep resentment towards her in my long-term memory.
    

    
      “Hm, noble’s honor, you say... Is what she says the truth?”
    

    
      Countess Irene turned to me, her thoughts indiscernible. The sight of her lively, beautiful eyes put a light smile on my face.
    

    
      “Haha, those words of hers, I would rather believe that an orc prefers to eat grass over meat,” I said, adapting the phrase to Kallian standards.
    

    
      “So you’re saying it’s a lie, right? Do you have a way to prove your words?”
    

    
      Countess Irene was rather rational. Her intelligent and mysterious appearance warmed my heart.
    

    
      “I wonder. I am telling the truth, but who here would take my side over the nobles’ and corroborate me?”
    

    
      Even I wouldn’t do so; by taking the nobles’ side, you wouldn’t be living in moral wealth and prosperity, but at least you would preserve your life.
    

    
      “Are you also a Skyknight applicant?” asked Countess Irene, suddenly changing the subject.
    

    
      “I am. Because I heard that the Bajran Empire values one’s ability over exterior appearances, I came to offer my support.” 
    

    
      “Offer your support?”
    

    
      As if shocked by my speech and behavior, which were shaped by a world where even the President could be cursed at, Countess Irene’s eyes widened slightly as she repeated my words. I couldn’t help but think that her slightly furrowed brows were cute.
    

    
      “But now, I’m really thinking about changing my mind. Seriously, what kind of person barges into the room of someone taking a bath in broad daylight? The law is there to protect, not to tyrannize, right? Just because they are nobles, they committed the crime of trespassing, they verbally assaulted me, and even gave an order to have me killed— how can I believe that such a place is one that truly upholds the law? To think that the imperial city where His Imperial Majesty of the Great Bajran Empire resides is a LAWLESS area!”
    

    
      I put great emphasis on ‘His Imperial Majesty’ and ‘lawless area.’
    

    
      “Y–You...”
    

    
      At my words, Alfonso and Luciella’s faces became frighteningly pale. They obviously didn’t expect me to speak out like this.
    

    
      ‘You shitheads, a commoner has his own way of fighting! Hah! How dare you!’
    

    
      How could I, someone who received higher education in the 21st century, be the same as these subdued commoners? I straightened my shoulders and looked at Irene’s blue eyes with a confident expression.
    

    
      ‘Silver hair with pale blue eyes! She’s totally my type!’
    

    
      Even I had to admit that my ‘ideal type’ was a fickle creature. But what can you do? I was a free spirit that wasn’t tied to anyone yet.
    

    
      “Can you take responsibility for your words just now?”
    

    
      “A man’s words are as heavy as gold. How could I spew a mouthful of lies like a certain someone else?”
    

    
      “Hoho, you are an interesting young man.”
    

    
      For the first time, Irene showed off a set of white teeth as she laughed. The mere sight of it refreshed my mood.
    

    
      “He, he’s lying. Don’t believe his words!” Sensing that the mood was turning strange, Alfonso screamed with panic.
    

    
      ‘You dense brick. You panic, you lose. Kuku.’
    

    
      Irene looked as if she had made her judgement.
    

    
      “Heir Alfonso, and Lady Luciella.”
    

    
      Irene’s clear voice rang out quietly in the inn.
    

    
      “Yes...” spoke the wolf and fox, their eyes carefully scanning Irene’s.
    

    
      “Do you wish to pursue the truth of this matter by interrogating these people here?” said Irene, her finger pointing towards the people watching on in curiosity.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      In an instant, the two were trapped in a pot of sticky honey.
    

    
      “Looks like all three of you seek to pass the Skyknight Selections. Instead of entrusting the judgement of this quarrel to me, prove your innocence by passing the exam with your skills.”
    

    
      ‘Smart to boot! She is perfection! Perfection!’
    

    
      Even if I were telling the truth, a noble was a noble. Even a Skyknight of the Imperial Guard couldn’t just do whatever to a noble. In such a situation, Irene stated that we should prove our innocence ourselves. She enlightened my eyes once again.
    

    
      “U–Understood. We will do it like that. I will definitely become a Skyknight— the matter today...” A clear threat hung at the end of Alfonso's words. He cast his eyes full of hatred towards me.
    

    
      Unlike Alfonso, who was showing his hatred like a kid while stuttering, Luciella was looking at Irene with slightly more spiteful eyes. “I will never forget you, Countess Irene, Apostle of the Skies, for as long as I live. Then, good bye.”
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      “Oi, friends. Are ya forgetting something?”
    

    
      “F-friends? Argh...” A ravine appeared on Alfonso's forehead at my flippancy.
    

    
      “Shouldn’t you collect the hunting dogs in my room? And seriously, put some better armor on them. How can so-called knights who are venerated throughout the territory be wearing such crap? Even a free knight would have something better. They’re no beggars... Tsk tsk.”
    

    
      I didn’t bother worrying about something I had already said—it didn’t seem like the Skyknights would stop me. I nonchalantly spoke to Alfonso as if preaching to a kid.
    

    
      Instead of a reply, Alfonso ground his teeth loudly together.
    

    
      ‘You watch out. Until all your teeth are knocked out.’
    

    
      This place didn’t even have a dentist. If all your teeth were knocked out, you’d have to live with a stupid face for the rest of eternity.
    

    
      After Alfonso signaled a few knights with his eyes, they went up, and after a while, they brought the still-electrified squids with them and left.
    

    

    
      “Puhahaha! My friend, aren’t you something? You’re not even a noble and you go up to bat without any fear.” After the idiot squad disappeared, the knight named Rothello burst out with a vigorous laugh.
    

    
      “If you’ve got no skills, you will have to take responsibility for your own actions.”
    

    
      “Kuku, you’ve really got guts. You should be grateful. If you hadn’t met our flight leader today, who doesn’t discriminate due to one’s origins, your life would have been over today.” Giving me some advice, Rothello made a cutting motion at his neck.
    

    
      ‘Her face looks great and her figure looks great, and she’s got a great personality despite being a countess, she’s smart! Waaa, is there anyone alive with better conditions than her?’
    

    
      The only issue was that there was probably a big age gap between us. She looked at least 25, but even so, her skin was as fair as a baby’s.
    

    
      “If it doesn’t inconvenience you, my Lady, I would like to buy you dinner. Is that alright with you?”
    

    
      “Truly a fearless person. You dare to ask for a meal with a noble of the empire, and a countess at that— do you have a death wish?” The indigo-haired man who had uttered the threat of termination at the beginning sent waves of bloodthirst towards me.
    

    
      ‘What’s with him?’ It was true I was a commoner, but I had offered the meal with the greatest politeness I could muster. But the sharp-chinned man who looked to be in his late twenties was now emitting bloodthirst.
    

    
      “Stop, it’s fine. Knight Rothello, it’s a shame but I will honor your request next time.”
    

    
      “Oh well, it can’t be helped. It’s my fault for suddenly offering to buy a high-ranking noble some beer. Isn’t that right, Sir Adolf?”
    

    
      “Knight... Rothello, don’t speak my name carelessly. If you don’t want to receive a duel request.”
    

    
      ‘Would ya look at that? Their relationship isn’t so good, huh?’
    

    
      The man named Adolf quickly switched his target from me to Rothello. It seemed he had some kind of relationship with Irene, the flight leader.
    

    
      ‘Rothello, right? I will return the favor I received today back tenfold.’
    

    
      I liked this Rothello fellow at first sight. He gave me the strong impression that he was someone with a spirit as free as my own.
    

    
      “Oh, surely you jest. How could I, a lowly person with commoner origins, dare to take a blade from Sir Adolf, a noble from the great Polaron family? If I have offended you, please forgive me with a big heart. Hehe.”
    

    
      Though his words were technically polite, it came off as a provocation. Cold energy flew from Adolf’s eyes.
    

    
      ‘Aha, so he’s got commoner roots, too.’
    

    
      Rothello looked to be in his mid-twenties. Even though I didn’t know how he managed to become a Skyknight of the Imperial Guard, his eloquence was certainly something to admire.
    

    
      “What are you two doing! Did you forget that there are public eyes here!” hissed Irene, exuding a displeased air.
    

    
      Considering that even her frowning face was beautiful, it was true that a beauty really is something else.
    

    
      “What is your name?” asked Irene with an inscrutable expression.
    

    
      “I am called Kyre.”
    

    
      This was the second time today that I gave out my name.
    

    
      “Kyre, you say...” Irene rolled my name around in her mouth. “I will see for myself if your skills are as outstanding as your mouth.”
    

    
      ‘I will definitely be accepted, Lady Irene.’
    

    
      Besides the Skyknights, the events of today had seriously touched my pride. Like Irene said, I was going to pass, no matter what, with skills alone.
    

    
      “Young man, do your best. If you pass, I’ll buy you a drink.” Rothello’s eyes crinkled into a smile as he encouraged me. Then, the three Skyknights turned around, opened the door, and left, like a mirage in the desert.
    

    
      ‘So this is an Imperial Guard Skyknight...’
    

    
      These were the best Skyknights with the best wyverns on the continent. A flame was lit inside my chest.
    

    
      And then, a light smile rose to my lips.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 20: Enrolling in Knight Academy
      
    

    
       
    

    
      “Wow...!”
    

    
      Bajran Empire’s capital city was no inferior than metropolises in the 21st century. After filling up my stomach in the inn with a good mood, I asked someone for directions and approached the Knight Academy building where the Skyknight Selections were being held.
    

    
      ‘Right, a city should be at least this level.’
    

    
      This was a huge city, just without any skyscrapers. The stone buildings looked to be at most 5 floors tall. Statues that looked as if they could have been crafted by Auguste Rodin adorned building exteriors. If we were in the 21st century, such sculptures would have surely netted a huge sum of money.
    

    
      ‘The city is clean and the air is fresh... Kya~! I want it.’
    

    
      The capital city of Bajran was awesome enough to make me want one just like it. Most of the people coming and going had bright expressions and the streets were clean, as if they were periodically cleaned. On top of that, there were squads of dozens of soldiers patrolling and keeping the peace.
    

    
      ‘This is probably the work of magic.’
    

    
      Size wasn't all that there was to a metropolis. From disposal of domestic waste to water and other necessary utilities, this city had all sorts of perfect functions. As soon as my thoughts turned to city management, several spell formulas came springing to mind.
    

    
      ‘What the hell did Master shove into my brain?’ Master’s freakish actions couldn’t be understood. All I knew was that all the things in my brain were Master’s creations. ‘There aren’t any preservatives, right?’
    

    
      Master was fearless enough to use ‘Made in China’ products left and right in his magic circles. The knowledge engraved in my brain was indeed useful, but I couldn’t stop imagining myself falling over while vomiting blood during a spellcast.
    

    
      ‘Is it Imperial Palace territory from here onwards?’
    

    
      The Skyknight Selection Exam was taking place in the huge inner palace within the outer castle walls. From what I heard, this large castle was once again partitioned into a proper Imperial Palace occupied by the Emperor.
    

    
      ‘It’s bigger than any of the castles I passed on the way here.’ Though it was classified as an inner palace, the stone building before my eyes could very well be called its own castle. ‘It’s well equipped.’
    

    
      The information I had received that there were several thousand soldiers patrolling the Imperial City but many thousand more within the fortress itself. There were hundreds, no, thousands, of soldiers wearing spotless black breastplates and helmets that gleamed in the sun. These soldiers stood like mannequins on the castle wall, standing guard with utter seriousness. You could feel the Emperor’s authority just by looking at them. Their red mantles, which signified that they were Imperial Soldiers in charge of the capital, flapped in the wind.
    

    
      ‘Looks like those guys are the Imperial Guard Knights.’
    

    
      I saw five knights wearing attire that sharply distinguished them from regular soldiers— crimson breastplates with sparkling golden pauldrons. The powerful aura coming from their bodies told me they were Knights of the Imperial Royal Guard.
    

    
      “Halt!”
    

    
      As I came to the gate of the inner palace, the knight warily watching my approach called out. Then, two soldiers holding silver halberds blocked my path with well-practiced movements.
    

    
      ‘They look so cool!’
    

    
      “Where are you going?” asked the Imperial Guard Knight, his eyes filled with suspicion towards me, a person who was approaching on foot without the escort of knights. 
    

    
      “Haha! Thank you for your hard work.”
    

    
      I may not be a noble, but I wasn’t one to get discouraged by their wary treatment.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      At my confident demeanor, the knight and soldiers pierced me with their gazes, their eyes asking how there could be such a shameless guy.
    

    
      “May I ask where the Skyknight Academy Enrollment Selections are?” Even while saying that, I was thinking, ‘If I mess up, I could be turned into a pincushion without even being able to take the exam.’ 
    

    
      Before I knew it, a hundred archers had drawn their bows atop the castle walls. As expected of the Imperial Palace where the Emperor resided, it seemed they didn’t allow any nonsense here.
    

    
      While I was facing such guardedness, a carriage escorted by a dozen knights came running towards us. The horses whinnied as the carriage came to a stop in front of the gate.
    

    
      “The esteemed Lady Hyneth from the Petrin Count family is here. She has come to take the Skyknight Academy Entrance Exam!” called out a knight at the front with a disciplined appearance.
    

    
      “Understood. However, remember this: Calling His Imperial Majesty’s name within the inner castle is forbidden, and anyone who isn’t a titled noble must dismount from their carriage or horse. Though it is an inconvenience, please dismount from the carriage.”
    

    
      Unlike when he addressed me, this time, Imperial Knight spoke with courtesy.
    

    
      ‘Argh, nobles be damned.’ I once again experienced the sadness of not having a peerage.
    

    
      “Sir Ossis, please open the door.”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      From within the carriage came a voice as fine as jade.
    

    
      “As you command!” The knight named Ossis dismounted from his horse and carefully opened the white, four-horse carriage door.
    

    
      ‘Ohoo!’ I was happy. After all, the sudden voice was as sweet as a nightingale’s chirp and clearly belonged to a woman.
    

    
      Then, a woman’s silhouette slowly became visible.
    

    
      ‘Ah! Gods above!’
    

    
      God was playing tricks on me to keep making me a lustful man. Maybe because this land wasn’t polluted, or because the people here were pure, but most of the ladies here were ve~ry fine. It wasn’t enough to put celebrities on Earth to shame, but they certainly were eye-candy level. And among these ladies, there were a few that truly stood out.
    

    
      ‘She’s so cute!’
    

    
      The girl was so cute and petite that I would have believed it if she was a character from a shoujo manga. Wearing a pink dress, her long, golden hair was tied into twin tails. She was about 160 cm tall (5.2 feet). She looked to be one or two years younger than me. Within her large eyes were written the words ‘I’m so very innocent’ and her skin was milky white. She totally looked like a shoujo manga heroine.
    

    
      “Welcome, Lady Hyneth.” The Imperial Knight gave a quick nod to the girl who emerged.
    

    
      “It is my honor to meet the Imperial Knights guarding the Empire and Imperial City,” said the girl named Hyneth, curtseying lightly while holding the hem of her dress.
    

    
      “Please come inside. The soldiers will escort you to the Knight Academy.”
    

    
      The inner castle was huge. After all, the heart of the Empire, the Imperial Palace, as well as many other facilities, were located within.
    

    
      'Oi, what about me?' These jerks only allowed Hyneth inside and treated me like a piece of wood.
    

    
      “But this person here, where is he going?” Hyneth asked, looking at me while going inside the door courteously opened by the Imperial Knight.
    

    
      “Please do not mind him. Only when the Knight Academy Selections are ongoing do crazy commoners appear.”
    

    
      ‘C-crazy?! Argh!’
    

    
      The Imperial Knight’s words were as impolite and disdainful as ones directed to a low-level character in the game. But what could I do? Even I couldn’t cause a row in front of the Empire’s Inner Castle. The moment I tried anything funny, these top-level Imperial Knights and thousands of soldiers would definitely swarm me.
    

    
      “Aha, so that’s the case. He looked alright, but... It’s a shame.”
    

    
      Wasn’t there a saying that a gangster who was hitting you was still more likeable than an onlooker? With a regretful look, Hyneth looked me over from head to bottom, nodded, and turned to disappear within the inner castle.
    

    
      ‘Th-this BS.’ Right now, I could only keep my curses contained. I took a deep breath to steady myself in preparation to speak to the Imperial Knights again. ‘That’s right, it wouldn’t be any fun if any dog or cow could become a Skyknight! Grandpa told me that only by overcoming great hardship could one become a great person!’
    

    
      I found my composure and consoled myself. It was said that a person could endure insults for years if it was for revenge.
    

    
      I harbored a strong commitment to rising past these affronts and getting the gold medal, no, the Skyknight title and a territory of my own.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Che, these guys are funny.’
    

    
      When I quietly showed these Imperial Knights who refused to budge my Grade 1 Mercenary badge, they revealed shocked expressions. Even an Imperial Knight had to recognize this badge, which I had received at the Mercenary Guild. It meant that I was at Aura Knight level.
    

    
      ‘You guys, geniuses descend from the sky above! Haha.’
    

    
      The Imperial Knights stared at me with frowns on their faces for a long time, clearly conflicted by my young age. I could feel their despair upon seeing a genius like myself.
    

    
      ‘But jeez, it’s huge in here!’
    

    
      As soon as I entered the inner castle, a huge space opened up to my eyes. There were countless things to see within the capital itself, but what I saw now was on a different level. A long road that could easily fit four carriages snaked out throughout the grounds, dotted with gardens.
    

    
      And the buildings—they were huge and numerous! I saw many buildings with their own unique charms in this area, which was larger than any college campus I had seen.
    

    
      ‘That must be the Imperial Palace...’
    

    
      Behind the buildings stood a real-life Imperial Palace. Maybe it was made with marble; the fairly large palace walls shone with a milky glow in the sun. Behind the walls, I spotted countless spires. I could tell there was an entirely different world over there.
    

    
      ‘This all belongs to the Emperor, right? Impressive.’
    

    
      America’s White House, Korea’s Blue House, and China’s highly touted Forbidden City couldn’t even compare to the scale of the Bajran Empire’s Imperial Palace. I could clearly determine what kind of position the Emperor occupied.
    

    
      “This is where the Skyknight Academy Exam is held.”
    

    
      Maybe thanks to my Grade 1 Mercenary badge, the soldiers didn’t speak down to me. After walking about 20 minutes, we stopped in front of a building that looked to be four floors tall.
    

    
      “Is, is this it?”
    

    
      ‘Why is it so small?’ I wondered. The wyverns Skyknights rode were huge, after all! Not only that, but there were Imperial Skyknights riding Black Wyverns within the capital. But the building in front of my eyes was only four floors high, and it looked like an elementary school building next to all the other ones.
    

    
      “Is there a problem?” With a disciplined tone, the red caped Imperial Soldier asked me if something was wrong.
    

    
      “No, there’s no problem, but aren’t there wyverns at the Skyknight Academy? Doesn’t that require... more space?”
    

    
      “Huh? Wyvern?” The Imperial Soldiers looked at me as if seeing an alien from outer space.
    

    
      “Haha...” One of them seemed to realize something and began to chuckle.
    

    
      ‘No? Is that not the case?’
    

    
      Just because a hillbilly came to Seoul, they wouldn’t automatically become a Seoulite. This is exactly what was happening to me now. Without the Internet or search sites, I couldn’t just look everything up, so I just blinked my eyes and waited for the soldiers’ next words.
    

    
      “Wyverns are not allowed into the Imperial Palace.”
    

    
      “Huh? What do you mean...?”
    

    
      “Besides the few wyverns that are raised by members of the Imperial Family, there is a separate base for wyverns outside the Imperial Castle, due to security reasons.”
    

    
      ‘Damn, now I look like a total idiot.’
    

    
      The reality was that I, a person who wanted to become a Skyknight, knew nothing about them. Even the soldiers were looking at me as if I were pathetic.
    

    
      “Then what is this place for...”
    

    
      “It is the Skyknight Academy. The building in the shape of a spire over there is the Empire’s Imperial Magic Academy, and that place with the spacious drill hall is the Empire’s Imperial Knight Academy, and the forest behind those is the Summoner Academy.”
    

    
      ‘Oh...’
    

    
      At the soldier’s friendly(?) explanation, my face stiffened with embarrassment. I looked like someone who knew absolutely nothing. I thought I had gathered enough info, but the path I must walk ventured all the way into the sky.
    

    
      “Once you go inside, there should be an officer in charge. If you are accepted into the Skyknight Academy, you will receive various kinds of training for 2 years, and afterwards, you must be allocated a wyvern as well as a peerage in order to become a Skyknight,” explained the Imperial Soldier with a congenial air.
    

    
      “Thank you. If we meet again, I will remember this favor.” I was really grateful.
    

    
      “Haha, please do so. I will pray to the Goddess of Blessings, Semire, for your success in becoming a Skyknight.”
    

    
      The Imperial Soldier cheered me on, which made me feel a bit better.
    

    
      ‘2 years, you say...’ It really wasn’t a short time. But since I was already so invested, I decided to simply enjoy my time here. Rather than wasting time by thinking about this and that like an idiot, I would gain more experiences by trying out new things.
    

    
      ‘Let’s just pass the test for now.’
    

    
      The Skyknight Instruction Hall before me housed a drill hall as large as a school football field and a neatly manicured lawn. I headed for the door with powerful steps.
    

    

    
      ‘Wow!’
    

    
      The view from outside was worlds different from the view inside. Originally, I had been disappointed by the Skyknight Instruction Hall’s size. After opening a door engraved with a wyvern carving, the sight of the expansive hall blew me away.
    

    
      ‘A wyvern imbued with preservation magic!’
    

    
      Surprisingly, within this four-floor hall, a Black Wyvern was proudly showing off its dignity with its wings stretched out towards the skies. 
    

    
      ‘It’s huuuge!’
    

    
      Even though it was long dead, this huge wyvern still exuded the prowess it had possessed in life. I even wondered if it was maybe made of metal, with its gleaming black hide and enormous black wings, pitch black snout and enormous black feet. The one area that sparkled was the sharp teeth that looked like they could rip apart anything. Even its eyes were pitch black—the sight of this Black Wyvern made my breath hitch.
    

    
      ‘Is this why Black Wyverns are called the best of the best?’
    

    
      It felt like a fundamentally different level from the wyvern I had fought with in Fiore Territory, like comparing a cat to a tiger.
    

    
      ‘If I could ride something like this and fly in the sky...’
    

    
      My heart began to thump wildly. In this moment, my vague dream was manifested in the flesh. I imagined myself riding a Black Wyvern unbridled in the skies.
    

    
      “Hmph! So we meet again. You annoying commoner....”
    

    
      Just as I was about to kiss a drop-dead gorgeous beauty in my daydreams, a sworn enemy of mine poured cold water all over my beautiful dreams.
    

    
      ‘Alfonso... Argh, you shitty bastard.’ I really couldn’t help but curse.
    

    
      “Hoho, from your expression, you must have been imagining yourself flying atop a Black Wyvern. You’re truly a person who does not acknowledge your place,” came a nasty bitch’s voice from behind me.
    

    
      ‘Luciella....’ These people sure were desperate to seek their death. I narrowed my eyes and turned my head. ‘You look good together, you pair of cockroaches.”
    

    
      This perfect couple’s expressions conveyed that I wasn’t welcome in their clique.
    

    
      “We have already passed the Skyknight Exam. Now you’re left... If you are unable to pass, then it will be difficult for you to leave this Imperial Castle with your life intact,” Alfonso said, grinding his teeth. If looks could kill, I would be well on my way to the gates of hell.
    

    
      “Oh really? Looks like the exam was easy, since even nobodies were able to pass.”
    

    
      “N–Nobodies?”
    

    
      The modern term, ‘nobodies,’ appeared after getting automatically translated into the Kallian Continent language in my head. There was no way they knew this slang, which meant someone so insignificant that they couldn’t be seen nor heard.
    

    
      “Ah, there’s a term like that," I said nonchalantly, rubbing my ear and looking inside the hall.
    

    
      ‘Looks like that’s the exam room.’
    

    
      Though this was supposed to be the Skyknight Academy, there weren’t that many people milling around. Besides a few attendants walking around briskly, I couldn’t see any other Knight Academy students. As I looked around, I noticed a room. A paper marked ‘Exam Room’ was hung in front of the room near the back of the hall.
    

    
      “Then, see you later.”
    

    
      The longer I stayed with these guys, the more my mental health would deteriorate. I headed towards the examination room with big strides.
    

    
      “You damn bastard... Argh,” said Alfonso, his voice ringing through the hall.
    

    
      ‘You just wait for me. I will teach you from the ground up that life isn’t easy.’
    

    
      We would have a lot of time together in the future. There would be countless chances to annoy them.
    

    
      I opened the door and walked in. My goal was to pass this exam, which was held at the Skyknight Academy of the most prestigious empire on the continent.
    

    
      My tension slowly rose.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Hm? What’s this?’ I saw something that gave me pause within the exam room. ‘A defense magic circle?’
    

    
      It was a considerably large space that could fit five or six classrooms. A defense magic circle that could protect against magic or physical harm was inscribed in the center.
    

    
      Behind that was an antique desk, where three people sat. There was an old mage who looked like he had a prickly personality, a courteous-looking Imperial Knight, and a white-haired Skyknight with the same attire as Irene.
    

    
      Of course, it wasn’t just them. There were also three young mages and five Imperial Knights, as well as two Skyknights standing behind them. 
    

    
      A person overseeing the proceedings from his desk in front of the door asked me a question, drawing my attention. “Are you an applicant?”
    

    
      “I am.”
    

    
      “What is your full name?”
    

    
      ‘Full name?’
    

    
      “Kyre.”
    

    
      “Excuse me?” While writing down my short “full” name, the official stopped and stared at me.
    

    
      “I am a commoner.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      At my words, he didn’t even respond and just nodded. It seemed like in this neighborhood, if you weren’t a noble, it was really hard to be treated with courtesy.
    

    
      “Commoner?”
    

    
      Unlike the person who was taking care of the forms, someone else reacted to my identity as a commoner. It was the white-haired man dressed as a Skyknight. 
    

    
      ‘Everyone is stronger than me.’ I couldn’t tell at first, but the pressure of the aura in this large room was telling me that. ‘A mage of at least the 6th Circle, and a Blade Knight of a similar level...’
    

    
      Upon meeting such strong people, gooseflesh naturally rose all over my body.
    

    
      ‘I need to separate my mana circles.’
    

    
      This was something I had practiced during my two month-long journey. Originally, the upper, middle, and lower danjeon were combined to form my mana circles, creating a truly unique circle. In preparation for a day like today, I had practiced separating them.
    

    
      In this world, it was dangerous to live with all your cards exposed.
    

    
      I sent a little mana into the upper and middle danjeon and gathered the rest in my lower danjeon, which would distinguish me as a knight.
    

    
      ‘Magic is my last resort.’
    

    
      I had used magic in the inn, but considering Alfonso didn’t bring it up, it seemed his two dogs didn’t tell him I was a mage. No, for someone so prideful, he probably just didn’t believe it.
    

    
      “Yes. I am Kyre from Luna Village in Dapis Kingdom’s Fiore Viscounty,” I said, preemptively answering the next question.
    

    
      “I am the Vice-Captain of the Imperial Guard Skyknights, Marquis Mermos.”
    

    
      ‘A marquis?! Woah, that’s impressive!’
    

    
      He was a marquis of not just a kingdom, but an empire. Because I was able to discern what kind of lives nobles had from my travels, I knew what an incredible position a marquis held. Be it barons or viscounts, as long as they were on their territory, they were no different from kings. A lord was the supreme commander who held the absolute power of life and death over their residents and determined everything between taxes, laws, and military force. Moreover, a marquis was one of the top dogs, only under the emperor and dukes. It was an incredible position that received the title of ‘Your Excellency.’
    

    
      ‘Then those people should be of a similar stature.’
    

    
      The people sitting stoically next to the Marquis were surely also at least marquis-level.
    

    
      ‘So I get to see three marquises, an existence most people never see even once in their lives?’
    

    
      If not for this opportunity, how would a commoner ever have the opportunity to see such high ranking nobles? In this world, it was law to prostrate yourself right away when a person of such high bearing was passing by.
    

    
      “It is an honor to meet you, Marquis Mermos.”
    

    
      If things went well, this person could even be my boss later. In the style of this world’s aristocrats, I bowed with my left arm at my back and my right arm folded in front of my chest.
    

    
      “Hng, for a commoner to imitate nobles, how very fearless.”
    

    
      ‘Oi, were you a noble as soon as you popped out of the womb? You old shriveled fish, you look like a skull wrapped in leather!’ I poured unspoken insults towards the grumbling mage.
    

    
      “In such an exam room, where equality is sought after, how could I act with the mannerisms of a commoner? Though it may cause discomfort, please forgive this affront with a generous spirit.”
    

    
      This 21st century commoner who feared no-one wouldn’t lose spirit just like that.
    

    
      “Haha! Aren’t you a fun fellow. To be so bold towards the Marquis Kermon, the overseer of the Imperial Magic Tower.”
    

    
      ‘W–what!! The Imperial Magic Tower?!’ Even with my limited knowledge, I definitely knew about this existence. ‘They say that the empire’s Imperial Magic Tower only permits 7th Circle mages to join... Then, that skullhead is a 7th Circle mage!’
    

    
      I felt like I had just stepped in horse poop. There was nothing good about getting noticed and targeted by this prickly old mage, but I’d already stepped on his foot in this exam room. My life wouldn’t be easy going forward...
    

    
      I was perhaps one of the only people who had ever spoken so boldly to a marquis, a position which even I considered amazing. You had to be either crazy or eager to die to do so, or be like me and just not give a shit about anyone else.
    

    
      “Hmf! You’re just a commoner...” The mage snorted out of his nose like an ill-tempered girl.
    

    
      ‘You prickly bald eagle. I’ll remember you.’
    

    
      I decided to remember this skullhead who looked like a bald eagle with only a few pathetic strands of hair. I had the ominous foreboding that he would be the cause of many bad memories for me in the future.
    

    
      “I will be in your care, your Excellency Kermon.” Despite my feelings, I bowed to the skull baldy as well.
    

    
      “Alright then, what is your speciality? Since you were able to participate in this exam even as a commoner, know this: if you came to sully this exam room with paltry skills, then you will have to take responsibility,” said Marquis Mermos with elegant words befitting his stature.
    

    
      ‘They said a 4th Circle mage and Blade Knight are the minimum levels, right?’
    

    
      There was one point that puzzled me. Skyknights were revered as the continent’s best knights as soon as they were selected. However, not all Aura Blade users and mages chose to walk that path.
    

    
      ‘The requirements are just Blade Knight and the 4th Circle, so why doesn’t everyone at that level choose to become Skyknights?’
    

    
      I wanted to ask, but it wasn’t possible right now. It was also guaranteed to invite insults of stupidity from that skullhead mage.
    

    
      “Fo sho.”
    

    
      “Fo, fo sho?”
    

    
      ‘Oops!’ What should have come out of my mouth while nodding was ‘Of course,’ but the casual speech I’d become used to in school came spilling out instead.
    

    
      “Excuse me, it is a habit of speech trending these days in the southern part of the continent, meaning ‘Of course.’”
    

    
      “I see. Fo sho...”
    

    
      Unlike other marquises, Mermos felt like someone with a frank demeanor. I watched him roll a slang word in his mouth with something like fascination.
    

    
      ‘But why is a marquis only the Vice-Captain?’
    

    
      For regular people, a person like an empire’s marquis was as hard to meet as the Emperor himself. The master of the Imperial Magic Tower, Kermon, was also a marquis, and the person sitting next to him was definitely also a marquis.
    

    
      ‘I’ll probably find out later.’ My curiosity was surging, but the exam came first.
    

    
      “Which method will the exam use?” I asked.
    

    
      “Method? The exam is simple. Put mana into this mana stone and measure your amount of mana, and if you meet the required amount, you pass the first part. Then the last part is that you must receive the recognition of Marquis Kermon or Marquis Astain, Leader of the Imperial Guard, and that concludes the test.”
    

    
      ‘It’s easier than I thought.’ The exam was much easier than I had heard. I nodded in understanding. ‘Mana stone, huh... A stone that measures one’s quantity of mana, hm?’
    

    
      The relevant magic information came to mind. If mana was inserted, it would shine according to the quantity.
    

    
      ‘Let’s not overdo it and just try to pass.’
    

    
      Was there anyone who would expose all their cards to strangers? I slowly walked forward and approached the large mana stone placed in front of a dais.
    

    
      At that moment, the sound of energetic knocking rang throughout the room.
    

    
      Then, all eyes were drawn to the slowly opening door, which creaked as it opened.
    

    
      ‘Eh? That girl is—?’
    

    
      It was the thin girl who looked like a shoujo manga protagonist, Hyneth. She had gone into the inner castle sooner than I had, but she was only now entering the exam room.
    

    
      ‘F–flowers?’
    

    
      Hyneth walked in with a bright and shy smile, looking like a living doll. In her hand were a few unknown flowers clearly from the garden. Her dress was also dirtied with a few blades of grass.
    

    
      ‘She’s even got one behind her ear!’
    

    
      She even had a flower behind her ear. She wasn’t even the heroine from Glass no Kamen, but there was a small flower blooming behind her right ear. I began to tremble with laughter.
    

    
      “I am Hyneth of the Petrin Count family. I have come here today to take the Skyknight exam. I humbly request your guidance.”
    

    
      “Pe–Petrin!”
    

    
      “Kek...”
    

    
      As soon as Hyneth entered, the displeasure in the skullhead mage’s eyes changed and he instantly looked as if he had stepped on poo. The other marquises, as well as each and every one of the knights and mages behind them, revealed expressions of fear.
    

    
      ‘What’s with their expressions!’
    

    
      It was as if they were eating soup from a restaurant and discovered a bug floating around in the broth, or as if they were about to kiss a beautiful woman after much legwork and then spotted a piece of food stuck in her teeth, completely shattering the imagery, or if they had pooped a big one and reached out for toilet paper only to find an empty roll. Everyone’s faces were contorted by various, complicated emotions.
    

    
      “A–are you THAT Hyneth?” asked Skyknight Vice-Captain Marquis Mermos, his previously relaxed expression nowhere to be found.
    

    
      “I don’t know what you could possibly mean, sir, but there is only one Hyneth belonging to the Petrins. I am the only child.”
    

    
      I was amazed by her demure demeanor. This girl exuding shyness reminded me of a young miss carefully cultivated in the Yi Dynasty. But for some reason, even though this doll-like manga character girl was exceptionally pleasing to my eyes, the stiff expressions of the others in the room weren’t loosening up anytime soon.
    

    
      “Haaah!” Mermos let out a deep sigh. “Passed...” he said with a low voice, giving Hyneth a free pass.
    

    
      ‘WTF?’
    

    
      An immediate acceptance happened right in front of me. I was able to confirm with my perfectly healthy eyes that Hyneth gained admittance without even taking the test. However, I couldn’t raise an objection. After all, the decision was made by a marquis who could determine my very life or death. And... I could feel that he was dealing with the situation in the only way possible.
    

    
      “Thank you very much. Then, this humble one shall withdraw.” Holding the front of her dress with one hand, Hyneth gave a graceful curtsey. She looked as if such an immediate acceptance was only natural.
    

    
      ‘Wow, what is her identity?’
    

    
      Hyneth was still a completely unknown character to me.
    

    
      There was only one thing I could tell from peoples’ expressions. They were somehow clearly warning me to never get close to this girl, Hyneth.
    

    
      

      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 21: Her Name is Hyneth
      
    

    
       
    

    
      “It still feels pretty meh...”
    

    
      After Hyneth left, the marquises broke out of their shock. Then, under their gazes, I poured an adequate amount of mana into the mana stone, exchanged a few sword strikes with one of Marquis Astain’s Imperial Knights, and just like that, I passed.
    

    
      The Skyknight Selection Exam was so much easier than I had expected. You had to be a 4th Circle mage or a Blade Knight under 30 years old. They weren’t light requirements— you had to be at the level of an Imperial Knight who lived and breathed the sword in order to become a Blade Knight. Among the countless mercenaries I met during my travels, there were quite a few Aura Blade Users, but only one that had reached Knight level.
    

    
      ‘There’s something else involved in Skyknight selection.’ I couldn’t help but think that this wasn’t the end. There was definitely a secret that I didn’t know yet.
    

    
      ‘Can I also be called a Skyknight Academy student now?’
    

    
      In my hands was a magic identity token. Engraved on both sides was the number 117 and my name, as well as a picture of a wyvern. Upon passing, I had received this token. I still couldn’t believe I had passed just like that.
    

    
      ‘Uhahahaha! Yes, I must be a heaven-sent genius of uncommon proportions~!’
    

    
      In the end, that was the conclusion I reached. What more was there to think? Even people far inferior to me had passed, so there was no way I could fail.
    

    
      ‘2 years is too long. I have to get myself a wyvern faster than that!’
    

    
      The problem now was that Skyknight training would last a long 2 years. But it was also true that there were always exceptional beings in the world. I wanted to live as one of them.
    

    
      ‘I have to go to the dormitories with this token, right?’ The dormitory within the capital’s inner palace housed Skyknight students, as well as students from the Knight, Mage, and Summoner Academies. ‘It’s no different from the college life I heard about.’
    

    
      Though I didn’t yet know the exact name of the building, there were many structures in this expansive area. I was sure that all of them had been developed to nurture the Bajran Empire’s talented youths.
    

    
      “Lalala~”
    

    
      This was a completely different world, where Imperial Knights and soldiers alike guarded the premises. It was a land of hope, where I, Kang Hyuk, would begin a new chapter of my life.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      “This is the place you will reside in, Knight Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘Yesss. This is how it should be!’
    

    
      Someone called me “Knight” for the first time in my life. When I showed my cadet identity token in front of the dormitory, an attendant in his mid-twenties guided me to my room.
    

    
      “This dormitory is for male students and houses two people in each room; it is called the Roperoni Dormitory. Datian Dormitory next door is where the female cadets are housed. Meals are provided in the morning, afternoon, and evening and can be accessed at any time. You are not permitted to wear anything other than the provided cadet uniform. In addition, most of the things you will need for daily life are provided for you in your room.”
    

    
      ‘As expected of an empire.’
    

    
      I hadn’t yet had the chance to see the inside of a noble’s house, but the sight in front of me seemed about that level. Plastered on the walls between the rooms were paintings related to the gods, wars, and history. A subtle magic formation was also protecting the hallway. From the plushy carpet lining the dormitory’s floors, you could tell how much the empire valued the cultivation of their new talents.
    

    
      “Please grasp the handle with the entirety of your palm.”
    

    
      Within this luxurious dormitory comparable to modern hotels, a room assigned the number 512 was waiting for me.
    

    
      ‘A magic lock?’
    

    
      “Mana is distributed from an underground magic circle that handles all of the empire dormitories’ facilities. From protection formulas to hot and cold water, as well as spells like this lock, the magic circle fully provides for all such conveniences,” explained the attendant with pride.
    

    
      “For it to do so much... it must be at least a Grade 3 magic crystal.”
    

    
      “That is correct. A Grade 3 magic crystal is in use.”
    

    
      The magic crystal was being used here in various ways. Completing a magic circle required magic crystal dust, and a magic crystal was absolutely necessary in the maintenance of spell functions. Magic crystals were also used in mana staves.
    

    
      ‘If you can get this many conveniences with just magic, you wouldn’t be jealous of the 21st century.’
    

    
      The problem was that such conveniences were way out of reach for regular commoners. Magic crystals weren’t just stones you could find on the street, and turning magic crystals into usable magic items was no walk in the park, either.
    

    
      ‘Uhu! This is nice!’
    

    
      I entered the room as I chatted with the attendant, and I immediately liked what I saw. The large room didn’t lose to any of the top suites in inns I had lodged in on the way here. Located on the 5th floor, warm sunlight shone in from the window and illuminated the room, and on each side of the room were large white beds. There were even furnishings like tea tables. It was better than the room I had lived in back on Earth.
    

    
      “The cafeteria is in front of the dormitory in a separate building called Halphones. If there is anything you require, simply call the attendants in the first floor hall,” continued the attendant, not neglecting his polite guidance.
    

    
      “May I ask your name?” I asked. He was an attendant, but because he was older than me, I couldn’t talk disrespectfully.
    

    
      “I am called Aki. Please feel free to speak casually. It is written in empire law that cadets receive quasi-knight treatment.”
    

    
      “Th–thank you. Aki,” I said awkwardly, thanking Aki for his polite treatment, which clearly reflected the rigid rules of this hierarchical society.
    

    
      “Then, please rest in comfort. Formal lessons begin in about fifteen days.” With a crisp bow, Aki left.
    

    
      “Haaa, so nice~!”
    

    
      The room was clean, so I knew my roommate hadn’t been determined yet. After Aki left, I threw my body onto one of the beds fitted with white sheets.
    

    
      ‘Should I do some sightseeing in the capital for half a month?’
    

    
      Laying down using my arm as a pillow, I watched the clouds floating by outside the window. This was my first real taste of peace in a while. My body sank into the plushy bed.
    

    
      And then, I fell into a happy sleep. It was a comfortable rest where I felt a sense of security for the first time since coming to the Kallian Continent.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      
        Clang clang clang!
      
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      ‘How long did I sleep?’ I woke up to the sounds of brisk shouts and clashing swords. ‘Ah! W–what’s going on?’
    

    
      The rays of sunlight I remembered before falling asleep had exuded the languid warmth of afternoon. But now, the light coming into my room showed it was late morning.
    

    
      ‘Did I sleep for at least half a day?’
    

    
      I must have been really tired to fall into such a deep and long sleep in the dormitory within the inner castle, which was guarded by knights and soldiers.
    

    
      “Unghhh!”
    

    
      I stretched my arms out and worked out my morning aches. Even a 5th Circle mage required sleep. Maybe because I slept like a log, but my body was overflowing with refreshed energy.
    

    
      “Hiyup!” Schwing! Schwing!
    

    
      ‘Is that morning training?’
    

    
      The dormitory housed not only Skyknight cadets, but also students in the regular Knight Class, the Mage Class, and the Summoner Class. I could tell the shouts were coming from people who were training in the drill hall outside.
    

    
      As I watched, my belly growled with a complaint.
    

    
      “Ahh! I missed dinner!”
    

    
      My grandpa in the countryside had taught me that missing a meal wasn’t just missing a meal— it meant that you missed a moment of happiness that you could never get back in your life. Since I hadn’t eaten dinner last night, my belly grumbled loudly, bringing me to a state of complete wakefulness.
    

    
      “The cafeteria is in the building in front, right?”
    

    
      I entered the bathroom connected to the room and quickly washed my face. Then I tidied my hair neatly and used the spell Clear.
    

    
      Countless particles of mana whirled with a whoosh around my body, and a clean feeling washed over me. Since Clear’s strength was also determined by mana and circle quantity, I only needed a single cast to wash away the sweat on my body.
    

    
      “I should put on the cadet uniform, right?” I opened the closet inside the room. “Is it my size?”
    

    
      Between the two closets, only one of them had a uniform inside. There were white breeches in slim-fitting style, a top that looked like a hooded tee (called a “supertunic” here), a black cloak, and a silver belt emblazoned with a wyvern depiction.
    

    
      “It’s pretty warm, huh?”
    

    
      I didn’t know what materials were used, but with these clothes, you could resist the cold without having to wear underclothes. I put on the clothes, admired the Black Wyvern embroidered on the chest, and moved towards the door.
    

    
      “They probably have a library, right?”
    

    
      Mages were being trained here, so there would definitely be a library here. For acquiring knowledge related to the continent, there was no better place to start.
    

    
      The door opened with a creak as I left the room. Then, I walked through the quiet hallway towards the cafeteria. This was a place where I didn’t have a single friend. I wanted to make at least one friend like the one I had left on Earth, the kind Joong-hyun.
    

    

    
      ‘Buffet!’
    

    
      In front of the dormitory was the single floor cafeteria, called Halphones. Surprisingly enough, the food that was laid out in a space bigger than a school cafeteria where hundreds could eat simultaneously was... a buffet. Starting with main dishes, there were about 30 different kinds, including fruits. It wasn’t that much variety, but this kind of spread was difficult to find on the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      ‘This thick meat!’
    

    
      It wasn’t a nobleman’s meal where you were waited on by attendants, but steaks, fried chicken, and fish dishes were steaming on temperature regulation magic circles. As I loaded up my flower-patterned plate with food, sounds of joy came from my mouth.
    

    
      ‘It would be perfect if I just had kimchi! What a shame.’
    

    
      I was able to confirm during my intelligence gathering that there was a vegetable similar to napa cabbage as well as seasonings like hot pepper and garlic. However, I didn’t have any time to leisurely make some kimchi. If I had my own territory one day, I would definitely make a kimchi jar, cure some kimchi in it, and enjoy.
    

    
      ‘But what’s with their gazes?’ Though the sun was already high in the sky and it was late morning, dozens of people were eating here. While I was getting my food, I felt their gazes on me, and upon turning my head, I was met with dozens of pairs of eyes. ‘Is it their first time seeing a person?’
    

    
      Their surreptitious gazes were as if I was some kind of monkey at a zoo.
    

    
      ‘Huh? We all have different cloak colors?’
    

    
      There was only one other person with the same black cloak as me. Everyone else was wearing blue or white cloaks.
    

    
      ‘Uwah!’
    

    
      The one black cloak I saw among all the others stood out like a thumb. The person wearing it was Hyneth, the shoujo manga protagonist from outer space. Her porcelain lips moved as she ate an apple with her fork.
    

    
      And then, our eyes met.
    

    
      The graceful lady, Hyneth, bowed her head right away in greeting, as if worried she would be seen as anything but a gentle character.
    

    
      ‘It’s really strange. To me, she looks completely fine—no, she’s a picture of modesty and kindness.”
    

    
      I really couldn't figure out why nobles who were even marquises showed such fear, or why my body even perceived danger signals from her.
    

    
      ‘Well, she’s still a lady...’
    

    
      I decided to approach Hyneth, whose huge eyes looked to take up almost half of her face.
    

    
      “Haha, lovely morning, isn't it?"
    

    
      She may be the only heir of a count, but we were now students of the same school. I threw out a greeting common in Korea and approached her without reserve.
    

    
      “Y–yes. It is indeed,” said Hyneth with a light blush as she bowed her head slightly.
    

    
      ‘Oh man, she’s cute.’
    

    
      I wasn’t even a forty-year old pervert, but a single wolfish thought floated to my mind as I sat down next to her.
    

    
      “My name’s Kyre,” I told her with knife and fork in hand.
    

    
      “I, I am Hyneth de Petrin,” Hyneth replied with a cute expression as she continued to cut a piece of apple with her fork.
    

    
      ‘What a joyful morning. Huhu.’ I was spending this morning with a cute and beautiful lady, after all! My mood soared. ‘But these brats, have they never seen anyone eat before?’
    

    
      Most of the people were guys wearing blue cloaks. They stared at Hyneth and me while whispering amongst each other.
    

    
      “Do you happen to have some time today?”
    

    
      “Huh? T–time?”
    

    
      Hyneth was startled every time I spoke. Seeing her modest and shy demeanor that was so different from the strong and rough girls of the 21st century, my goodwill towards her increased.
    

    
      ‘How can she be so adorbs? Huhu.’
    

    
      The uniform for girls had a slightly looser fit than the one for boys. Her petite face made her look like she was buried in the clothes—it really inspired one’s protective instinct.
    

    
      “Meeting like this feels like the serendipity of Romero, the God of Fate, so how about touring the academy together?”
    

    
      “The serendipity of Romero...? Then... that’s fine with me.” Hearing the name of a god, she gave me a small nod.
    

    
      ‘The food tastes great, too!’ Savoring the taste of the juicy, easily cut steak, I glanced at Hyneth and enjoyed her cuteness as a side dish. Like a starving man invited to a feast, her appearance alone whetted my appetite.
    

    
       
    

    
      * * *
    

    
       
    

    
      ‘Ooohh, so this is what they call a campus romance!’
    

    
      My school life kicked off with a date with a cute girl. I ate my meal, followed by a leisurely cup of tea, and then we left the cafeteria. Then, I was able to thoroughly appreciate a campus romance, which I had previously only heard about from my seniors in college.
    

    
      At just above 160 cm (5.2 ft), Hyneth was petite and adorable. I had no idea why a girl with such natural feminine charm would choose to become a Skyknight.
    

    
      “There is a flower garden over there. I was there yesterday, and saw rumiress flowers blooming there.”
    

    
      That Hyneth was able to show up yesterday with flowers in her hair during the winter had struck me as strange, but now I knew.
    

    
      ‘As expected of an empire; they use temperature control magic to maintain the flower beds even during the winter.’
    

    
      Such a feat would require a fairly nice magic crystal. The Bajran Empire, Ruler of the North, could afford such a luxury.
    

    
      “Do you like flowers?”
    

    
      In my heart, I had already named the empire’s Knight Academy as the campus of my dreams. As we walked slowly together, the refreshing morning invigorated me.
    

    
      “Yes...”
    

    
      There really was no need to ask. She was, at a single glance, clearly a girl who aligned herself with flowers, poetry, and anything else that embodied gentleness.
    

    
      “Do you also like poetry?” I continued smoothly.
    

    
      “Poetry? Yes. I like the hero epics that minstrels enjoy singing, as well as the poem ‘At the Flower Bed’ by the great poet Amurant. Hoho! I like all poems that are gentle and mellow.”
    

    
      For the first time, Hyneth revealed a bright smile, blooming like a pretty lily.
    

    
      “Then, I thought of a poem just now while looking at you, Hyneth— would you like to hear it?”
    

    
      “Huh? F–for me?” she asked with a surprised face, blinking her clear and bright eyes.
    

    
      ‘Am I seriously a playboy?’
    

    
      Ye-rin had unintentionally called me that a while back. Only yesterday had I met Hyneth, the only child of a great empire’s count. I was doing something that other commoners would never dream of doing, and without hesitation, to boot.
    

    
      “Before I called her name
    

    
      
        she was nothing
      
    

    
      
        more than a gesture.
      
    

    
      
        When I called her name
      
    

    
      
        she came to me
      
    

    
      
        and became a flower.”
      
    

    
      While gazing into the bright and perfect autumn sky, I quietly recited poet Kim Chun-soo’s ‘Flower.’
    

    
      ‘Nice flow!’ Even I, as the reciter, thought my voice sounded good. My words rode the calm wind and billowed to Hyneth’s side.
    

    
      
        “Like I called her name,
      
    

    
      
        will someone please call my name
      
    

    
      
        that suits my light and fragrance?
      
    

    
      
        I, too, long to come to her
      
    

    
      
        and become her flower....”
      
    

    
      This poem, ‘Flower,’ was immersed in sorrowful longing. It was my favorite poem, a poem I had always wanted to recite to someone I liked.
    

    
      “We all long to be something.” It was time for the quietest, last climax. Smoothing my voice, I tried to bring out all of my emotion. “You, to me, and I, to you...”
    

    
      Blinking huge doe eyes, Hyneth was looking up at me. I gazed right into her eyes and sweetly delivered the last line, as if singing.
    

    
      
        “...long to become a gaze that won’t be forgotten...”
      
    

    
      “Ah...!”
    

    
      ‘We got ‘em, boys!’
    

    
      No one would slam me with a copyright here for this 21st century poem!
    

    
      Taken by emotion, Hyneth grasped her hands together and began to cry big, dripping tears. “It, it’s too touching... ‘You, to me, and me, to you... long to become a gaze that won’t be forgotten...’ This poem is more beautiful and sweet than any other poem I have heard in my life.”
    

    
      Completely touched, Hyneth showed her appreciation of the poem as her eyes shone with admiration towards me.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, let’s become a great minstrel just like this.’
    

    
      Countless works of the 21st century were recorded in my head. Thanks to the bloody education I had received, there were quite a few usable works of literature, like poems and music, stacked up neatly in my memory.
    

    
      “Thank you, Kyre...”
    

    
      “Lady Hyneth, this may be an offense, but may I ask how old you are...?” I asked, confident that Hyneth had opened her heart to me.
    

    
      “I am seventeen. And you are...?”
    

    
      ‘Seventeen? She’s older than I thought?’ I thought she was younger than me, but we were almost the same age.
    

    
      “Haha! I will be eighteen this year.”
    

    
      “Ah, then that would make you my older brother.”
    

    
      ‘Exactly! Kuku.’
    

    
      Hyneth was too pretty and cute to be left as just a friend; she felt just like a little sister. She fell for my bait, hook, line, and sinker.
    

    
      “Then, please call me ‘brother’. In accordance with this fateful meeting prescribed by the God of Fate, Romero, I wish to become someone you will never forget in the future.”
    

    
      “E-Esteemed brother?” At my shocking confession, the little lamb blinked her eyes and fell into confusion, attaching an honorific.
    

    
      ‘If it weren’t for a day like today, when else would I get a chance to get a noble as a little sister?’
    

    
      If I was going to live my life, I wanted to forge a cool and awesome path forward. Having a cutie pie like Hyneth as my little sister was just the icing on the cake.
    

    
      “O–okay. I will call you ‘brother’ from now on.”
    

    
      ‘Score! Excellent choice.’
    

    
      Underneath my exterior appearance, I really was a useful guy to have around.
    

    
      “Alright, Hyneth. From now on, you and I will have an unbreakable relationship. We’re now siblings bound by Romero.”
    

    
      “Yes. Hoho! Elder Brother Kyre!”
    

    
      Hyneth was just as excited as I was. She was a completely different type of noble from that nasty wretch, Luciella.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, cutie,’ I thought as I watched pure and innocent Hyneth laughing wide. An indescribable sense of pride welled up within my chest.
    

    
      ‘Wait for me, imperial high society! I, Kyre, am coming! Hahahaha!’
    

    
      I had only heard about noble-only meetings in rumors. It was impossible for me, Kang Hyuk, to miss out.
    

    
      “Elder Brother, shall we go look at all the flowers?”
    

    
      “Eh? F–flowers?”
    

    
      “You will listen to your little sister’s wish, right?” Hyneth looked like she would burst into tears if I refused.
    

    
      “O–of course. Haha! It’s my one and only little sister’s wish, so what’s a few gardens! I would even pick the stars out of the sky for you.”
    

    
      “Really? Woww! Then please pick a star for me tonight. My daddy couldn’t do it... Hoho! As expected, you’re different, Elder Brother!”
    

    
      ‘H–hey. What is this kindergarten mentality?’
    

    
      Hyneth took my exaggerations as unwavering truths. Cold sweat suddenly beaded up on my back.
    

    
      ‘Am I possibly the one taking a loss here?’
    

    
      An unbelievable thought sprang to my mind: that it was me, not Hyneth, who had taken the bait. But then I shook my head. How could this delicate, pure-blooded beauty who loved flowers cause harm to me?
    

    
      Also, there was this saying among men:
    

    
      If you’re pretty, then all things besides murder can be forgiven...
    

    
      

      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 22: New Fateful Encounter
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Haah, so tiring.”
    

    
      I had spent the whole day touring the campus of my dreams with the rather outgoing Hyneth. Starting with the library, we looked at various classrooms, combat rooms, and even a ballroom. We even skipped lunch to familiarize ourselves with the terrain and buildings.
    

    
      It was now evening. After eating dinner with Hyneth, I returned to my room.
    

    
      As soon as I grasped the handle, I felt a slight tingle of mana as the door opened. It was a function very similar to fingerprint door locks in the modern world. 
    

    
      ‘There’s someone here!’
    

    
      The moment I entered the room with a feeling of satisfaction, I felt the energy of another person. When I left, I had been the only one here, but now, there was definitely someone else.
    

    
      ‘Why does he look so pitiful?’
    

    
      Watching the setting sun out the window with folded arms was a short guy with his back to me. He should have heard me coming in, but the guy continued to emanate gloomy energy.
    

    
      “Haha, I didn’t know I had a guest?” I said, feigning familiarity as I walked towards him.
    

    
      However, he left me hanging even after I greeted him. Though he was obviously still young, the guy in front of me kept looking at the setting sun like a world-weary elder and oozed an aura of despair.
    

    
      “Hey, friend. We should at least greet each other.”
    

    
      We would be seeing each other often from now on, so I gave him another chance.
    

    
      ‘Ah! T-that is!’ Just as I was about to get mad at his indifference, I saw something strange outside the window: a being glowing with transparent silver light gliding freely in the air. ‘There are birds like that, too? Wow!’
    

    
      A bird the size of an eagle was whizzing with incredible speed in the autumn sky.
    

    
      Then, it suddenly struck me. ‘S–spirit!!’
    

    
      That was possibly a spirit, which I hadn’t seen until now.
    

    
      “Ugh...” The guy in front of me suddenly groaned as he staggered. 
    

    
      ‘Ara? What now?’ I was startled by his abrupt movements. ‘He, he even has a nosebleed!’
    

    
      “Hahh, hahh!” Gripping the windowsill, the guy drew in heavy, painful breaths. Red blood dripped from his nose to the ground. “Damn it. Not enough mana... arghh,” muttered my roommate with a pained voice.
    

    
      ‘He really is a summoner.’ He had a nosebleed, but I knew it wouldn’t kill him, so I didn’t help.
    

    
      “Are you ok?”
    

    
      “Gasp! Wh-who are you?”
    

    
      Still, I couldn’t simply ignore someone in pain, so I asked if he was okay. The guy was completely startled by my words.
    

    
      ‘Eh? What’s with his voice?’ His voice was as delicate as a prepubescent boy. ‘Even his face looks like a girl?’
    

    
      With a height of about 165 cm (5.4 ft) and cropped blue hair, you could tell from his dark gaze that he had suffered quite a bit in life, but his smooth jawline, sharp nose bridge, and eyes could make you believe they were from a woman’s face.
    

    
      “Me? Resident of this room, Kyre.”
    

    
      “K-Kyre... I’m Russell. N-nice to meet you!” Changing his voice to a deeper tone, Russell took on a brighter air.
    

    
      “Are you a summoner?”
    

    
      “H-how did you know?” Russell stuttered, as if getting surprised was his hobby.
    

    
      ‘You think I’m an idiot? Oi!’
    

    
      “Is the eagle that was flying around just now a spirit?”
    

    
      “Y-you saw it?” Russell made a surprised face. His expression and gestures, which didn’t look weak, were somehow endearing.
    

    
      “Ya think I’m blind? Of course I saw it. But man, that’s impressive. You look like a young guy and you’ve already got an intermediate spirit.”
    

    
      As soon as I thought about spirits, information floated to my mind. That transparent bird just now was an intermediate wind spirit named Shuriel.
    

    
      “What do you mean, impressive, it’s still not enough. Not enough...”
    

    
      ‘What’s with this strong tenacity??’ Russell kept muttering that it wasn’t enough, and he was clearly lost in thought as he exuded an energy similar to bloodthirst. ‘He definitely has some kind of secret. Danger, danger.’
    

    
      A warning bell different from the kind that Hyneth triggered began to beep inside my head.
    

    
      “Haha! Let’s get along. We’re in the same room, after all.”
    

    
      “Y-yes. Let’s get along, Kyre,” flustered Russell. He put out his hand.
    

    
      ‘Ara? Why is his hand so smooth?’
    

    
      His hand was as smooth as a mollusk. It actually felt similar to the time when I held hands with Ye-rin-- a tingle of excitement traveled down my spine.
    

    
      ‘Kekk, Kang Hyuk. Are you getting excited just by holding a guy’s hand now? Has it really come to this?!’
    

    
      It was clear that I was just disillusioned for a moment because of this strange sensation. Unlike some people, I definitely didn’t have any interest in people the same gender.
    

    
      Only the other gender!
    

    
      And not only that, but I liked girls with pretty faces, pretty figures, and pretty temperaments, and if I were to be a bit greedier, a girl with a pretty wallet!
    

    
      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

    

    
      ‘He’s not even a girl, so why does he lock the door to wash up?’
    

    
      I wanted to chat throughout the night, but Russell must have been tired, because he fell asleep early. In the morning, he woke up in a flash and went to the washroom. He even locked the door. As if a guy would have anything to be ashamed of!
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      While I was grumbling about his unmanly actions, the bathroom door opened. Thanks to the magic crystal employed below, this washroom offered hot and cold water, just like in modern times. Russell’s body emerged from the white steam.
    

    
      My heart thumped.
    

    
      ‘Why is my heart racing?? Arghh!’
    

    
      

    

    
      Russell appeared with his short hair wrapped up in a towel. He must have changed in the washroom, because he was already wearing the trainee uniform.
    

    
      ‘I’m going to go crazy.’
    

    
      This was the first time in my life where my heart raced like this upon seeing a guy. On top of that, his body emanated a faint, mysterious fragrance. A strange fragrance that didn’t suit a guy named Russell entered my nostrils and completely turned me upside down.
    

    
      “What’s wrong, why do you look like a perverted dog?” spat out Russell as he dried his hair in front of the washroom.
    

    
      “N-no. Haha! I just thought you looked beautiful coming out of the shower so suddenly.” My true thoughts came tumbling out unintentionally.
    

    
      “W-what do you mean by that?”
    

    
      ‘Ara? His face is getting red?’
    

    
      Russell’s bright red face brought out the mischievous devil in me. “Huhu, your figure is pretty good and your face is also not too shabby, Russell.”
    

    
      I imitated the gutter-minded mercenaries and slowly approached Russell’s blushing face.
    

    
      “W-what are you doing?” His face getting as red as a beet, Russell edged away. 
    

    
      I grabbed his shoulders. In that moment, Russell began to tremble like a captured bird.
    

    
      ‘Brat, why is your heart racing this much?’ I could feel Russell’s thumping heart through his shoulders.
    

    
      “You...”
    

    
      Just 15 cm away from me were Russell’s lips, which gave off a nice smelling breath. I quietly stared deep into Russell’s clear, silver eyes.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      He started talking, but faltered and just stared dumbly at me with confused eyes. The mood actually felt like we were about to have our first kiss.
    

    
      Thinking that, I unintentionally swallowed with a gulp.
    

    
      ‘Hyuk, have you gone crazy?’ This started as a joke, but suddenly, even I was getting a bit serious.
    

    
      “Do you... happen to have a sister? Kyaa, just looking at you, if you had an older or little sister, they would have these blessed genes. You as a guy are enough to make my heart race like this, so there’s nothing more to ask for.”
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Ack!”
    

    
      My lower body registered a heavy blow.
    

    
      “You fucking pervert!”
    

    
      While I was groaning from the pain, someone called me a pervert in this world for the second time.
    

    
      ‘No! I hate perverts more than psychopaths!’ I cried out in my thoughts. But because of the immense, unthinkable pain, I wasn’t able to say a single thing.
    

    
      Russell’s wet towel hit my face with a ‘pat’ sound.
    

    
      “Would YOU want to introduce your little sister or older sister to a pervert like you?” Russell’s harsh words were as sharp as the saying ‘sow the wind and reap a whirlwind.’
    

    
      After giving me a critical hit like that, Russell left, saying, “I’m going down first.”
    

    
      ‘Argh!’
    

    
      Despite having just been called a pervert, I couldn’t tear my eyes from the sight of his butt swaying as he left, and the faint fragrance from the towel made my chest ache.
    

    
      Kang Hyuk, 17 years old.
    

    
      Even if it was for just a moment, I couldn’t help but resent myself for being hooked on a man.
    

    
      

      

    

    
      ‘It’s huge!’
    

    
      Positioned at the very back of the academy was the five floor library. This library was very close to the wall of the Imperial Palace that housed the Emperor and his family, and as such, it was quite a spectacle. Bigger than any other building on the academy grounds, massive stone pillars at the front were supporting the library’s structure.
    

    
      Inside, there were almost no people around. On a day as cold as this, where the air was chilly enough to freeze your bones solid, there wasn’t even a single one of the countless imperial attendants to be found.
    

    
      ‘I should probably start with a rough idea of the continent’s history and culture, right?’
    

    
      I had learned quite a lot during my journey, but a mercenary couldn’t give much in the way of detailed facts. There was about half a month before the academy’s formal classes would begin. I was determined to gather the information I needed within this timeframe. 
    

    
      ‘There are probably books about spirits, too.’
    

    
      My interest in spirits had been piqued so suddenly. Though my brain was flooded with all sorts of incomprehensible knowledge, there wasn’t much about summoning a spirit.
    

    
      ‘I wonder what level of spirit I could summon right now?’
    

    
      Even Russell, who didn’t have very strong mana, could summon an intermediate spirit. Since I had a composite mana core, I could probably summon a higher grade spirit.
    

    
      ‘Aren’t those people Imperial Knights?’
    

    
      Around 10 Imperial Knights wrapped in crimson cloaks with swords at their hips were sitting on chairs while observing the people coming inside. They really didn’t look like library types.
    

    
      ‘Did they come here to escape the cold?’
    

    
      The library was, after all, far warmer than the weather outside. Even an Imperial Knight would want to take a break on a day like this.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Wow! This is amazing!’
    

    
      Inside this huge building, which housed the empire’s national library, lay a pile of knowledge on an incredible scale. Something like this would be hard to find even in 21st century Korea.
    

    
      ‘Everything is secured by magic protection. The entire building has manuscript preservation functions like temperature and humidity control as well. To think that thousand-year old books are alive and well here...’
    

    
      The more I came to know about magic, the more I came to admire its incredibly valuable versatility. The role scientific knowledge played in modern times was played by magic here. 
    

    
      ‘There are at least tens of thousands of books.’
    

    
      The imperial library was packed with books regarding history and culture. From vellum manuscripts to books with thickly textured paper, the smell of thousands of books made me stop and look around for a moment.
    

    
      ‘Hm? What’s that little kid doing here?’
    

    
      I spotted a boy that looked about ten years old. He was hopping up and down, trying to get a book out of his reach. His golden hair shone with reddish light and he was wearing a thick, expensive-looking autumn overcoat.
    

    
      ‘Do they even take kids that young here?’
    

    
      The kid looked way too young to be accepted in knight academy. His face still had all of its cute baby fat.
    

    
      “Kiddo, shall this hyung here help you?”
    

    
      My sympathy surged upon seeing a young guy like him doing his best to learn.
    

    
      At my words, the kid turned his head.
    

    
      I was met with a rather sharp gaze from the temperamental-looking kiddo. His eyes seemed to ask who the heck dared to touch a sleeping lion’s paw.
    

    
      ‘Wow, this kid’s gaze is no joke.’
    

    
      “Haha! You’re cute.”
    

    
      An elder was offering help, but instead of responding, this brat just stabbed me with his eyes. I stroked his neatly combed-over hair as if I were petting the neighborhood stray.
    

    
      ‘All for the Great Emperor. Even though he’s so young.’
    

    
      There were three or four books, seemingly gathered by this kid, piled up on the ground.
    

    
      “Of course you should study well. They say there is no royal road to learning, only that one should read a lot, think a lot, and write a lot. If you do so, then you can become a great person like me,” I said, imparting the study wisdom I had learned over the years.
    

    
      “Who the heck are you?”
    

    
      ‘Eh? Who the heck?’
    

    
      I anticipated words of thanks and was looking over with satisfaction, but what fell from the kid’s small lips was very rude, casual speech commonly used by little brats.
    

    
      “Brat! What kind of domestic education did you receive to speak down to your elder! If you do it again, I’ll spank your butt!” I threatened animatedly.
    

    
      “You have no fear! How dare you say you will hit my butt?!” 
    

    
      ‘Holy! He wants to go at it, eh?’
    

    
      This young soul who hadn’t yet grown any beard hair clearly lacked domestic education and sadly didn’t know how to speak politely to adults. I couldn’t just let it slide.
    

    
      “You! You won’t learn with just words!” I put an angry expression on my face and grabbed the kid by the waist.
    

    
      “L-let me go! How dare you!”
    

    
      Pan! There was no need to say anything more. I put the kiddo on the crook of my knee and gave his butt a powerful smack.
    

    
      “It hurts! Uwaaaahhhh!”
    

    
      “Be quiet! How can a kid who hasn’t even lost his baby fat be so rude to his elder! Did your dad and mum teach you to be like that?”
    

    
      
        Pan! Pan! Pan!
      
    

    
      I could endure everything else, but rude kids really riled me up. Kids these days would run around with ‘I’m a spoiled brat’ scrawled all over their faces at restaurants and public places. I happened to meet a kid like that in Kallian, and it suddenly made me want to become a personality educator.
    

    
      “Uwaaah! Uwaaaahh! It hurts! It hurts!”
    

    
      ‘Kids should get hit a bit while growing up.’
    

    
      
        [TN: No, no they shouldn’t!]
      
    

    
      I had grown up while getting a very stern education from my parents. That’s why I took it upon myself with great pain(?) to redden my palms for the sake of this kid’s future.
    

    
      “Will you speak down to your elder again or keep crying?”
    

    
      “Uwaah! Nnng....!” I didn’t hit him very hard, but the kid acted as if he had never been hit before in his life. 
    

    
      Seeing my hand go up again, the kid rapidly shook his head. “I, I won’t,” he said, sniffling.
    

    
      ‘Heh, that’s right. How dare a youngling like you be so rude.”
    

    
      Seeing the clear results of my education satisfied me. There was a saying like this: give a dollar more to the one you hate and the rod of love to the one with potential.
    

    
      “Alright, now you’ve become a good kid. What is your name?”
    

    
      “Nghh. I am Razcion von Bajran.”
    

    
      Huge tears welled up at his eyes as the kid gave out his full name.
    

    
      ‘Hm? Haven’t I heard that last name often before?’ This name, ‘Bajran,’ was one I had somehow heard before... ‘N-no way!’ An awful premonition struck me. ‘B-Bajran....?’
    

    
      The empire I was currently in was also called Bajran. And the current emperor, Emperor Havitron, used that last name as well.
    

    
      “A-alright, Razcion. Your name sounds very nice.” Unbeknownst to me, there was a tremble in my voice. “But can you tell me what your father does for a living?”
    

    
      I carefully asked about his father’s profession. It wasn’t just the Emperor who used the ‘Bajran’ name; it was possible that kin of his line also bore the name. 
    

    
      “His Imperial Majesty.”
    

    
      A short three words.
    

    
      ‘Aaagh! Gods above!’
    

    
      This current situation couldn’t be blamed on anyone but myself. I had completely forgotten that this wasn’t Korea, where one was protected by law, but the Kallian Continent, where strength and fists ruled all.
    

    
      “Razcion? Are you there?”
    

    
      I had called the Emperor and Empress ‘dad’ and ‘mum.’ If anyone heard about this, I would surely become a sworn enemy of the Bajran Empire. In this critically dangerous situation, I heard a woman’s soft voice.
    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      A woman walked towards us from the other side of the library. A long ivory dress embroidered with gold trailed behind her; she was like a goddess descending to the human realm.
    

    
      ‘A-aura!’
    

    
      That was the radiant halo seen only on your own older sister, girlfriend, or top celebrities! The woman before me held a smile as vague as Mona Lisa’s.
    

    
      “Sister~!”
    

    
      ‘S-Sister?’
    

    
      With his nose and eyes running thanks to me, the Emperor’s son scrambled towards his sister.
    

    
      ‘I’m dead.’
    

    
      There was nothing more to think. The brat would tattle all the things that had happened until now and then laser beams would come at me from the Imperial Princess’ eyes, and she would call the Imperial Knights with rage. At that point, I would have no other choice but to run until my shoes got drenched on this rainy day.
    

    
      “Razcion, what happened? Why did you cry?”
    

    
      The Imperial Princess wiped her brother’s undried tears with her two hands.
    

    
      As she did so, the kid stared straight at me.
    

    
      “Hng, that is... I was grabbing a book but it fell on my head. Hehe.”
    

    
      ‘Ara? Take a look at this kid?’ I didn’t know what he was up to, but he didn’t tell the truth and lied instead.
    

    
      I smiled. “Skyknight Trainee Kyre greets the honorable Imperial Princess,” I said, bowing as I had seen and heard nobles doing.
    

    
      “I am called Igis von Bajran.” Princess Igis held the hem of her dress and gave a slight curtsey.
    

    
      ‘That’s what you call true grace.’
    

    
      From Princess Igis came a noble grace on a level I had never seen before. It made me think, ‘As expected of a great empire’s princess.’
    

    
      “Are you a newly enrolled trainee?”
    

    
      “I am. I enrolled a few days ago.”
    

    
      “Brother, you are a Skyknight Trainee! Wow! You’re cooler than you look!”
    

    
      ‘You brickhead!’
    

    
      The brat called me “brother” without a trace of dignity in front of his actual older sister. Princess Igis showed traces of embarrassment.
    

    
      “Ha, haha, your Highness the Imperial Prince. How could you call a trainee ‘brother?’ I have fully received your sentiment, but please drop the formalities. The walls have eyes... Ahem.”
    

    
      As I spoke, I put strength into my eyes and glowered slightly at the brat.
    

    
      ‘This kid!’
    

    
      In response to my efforts (to save my own skin), the Imperial Prince stuck out his tongue.
    

    
      “Razcion, you mustn’t say such words lightly. It may be fine for you, but Knight Kyre could be punished by our Imperial Father and Mother.”
    

    
      With those words, Igis completely broke the image I had of an imperial princess. She gently stroked her brother’s hair while cautioning him.
    

    
      “Un. I got it, noona. I’ll be careful from now on.”
    

    
      The empire’s Prince nodded, completely showing the image of an obedient younger brother. The two looked like they had a very good relationship. Even I felt touched just looking at them.
    

    
      “You said you were called Knight Kyre, yes?”
    

    
      “Huh? Ah, yes!”
    

    
      Igis moved her gaze from Razcion and quietly observed my eyes with her sky blue ones.
    

    
      “We will meet again soon.”
    

    
      ‘Soon? Me?’
    

    
      Igis threw out something incomprehensible. I may be a Skyknight trainee, but the huge Imperial Palace walls were proof that it wasn’t easy to meet the Imperial Princess or Prince.
    

    
      “Then, goodbye.”
    

    
      With a curt nod that didn’t look arrogant coming from an Imperial Princess, Igis turned and began to walk away.
    

    
      “Hehe. Hyung, see you next time.”
    

    
      He must have felt bad after taking a few hits from me, but cute Razcion even whispered “hyung” to me before getting pulled away by Igis. They both left the 3rd floor of the library.
    

    
      “Goodness...”
    

    
      Should I believe what just happened, or should I cry? I had just laid hands on the great empire’s Imperial Prince as if educating a little kid, and even threw shade on the Emperor and Empress as parents who had failed his domestic education.
    

    
      I may be a dimensional traveler from 21st century Earth, but this time, I was really able to see what a reckless idiot I was.
    

    
      “O Gods above, thank you! Thank you for enlightening my poor discerning eye once again!”
    

    
      I offered a sincere prayer while looking up at the library’s ceiling.
    

    
      It was God’s grace that allowed me to meet another rare grade beauty today. That was surely an incomparable blessing.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 23: My Roommate, Russell
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Damn, you really train until you bleed every day.’
    

    
      This was my 10th day of dorm life. Every day, I went into the Imperial Library and researched Kallian’s history, geography, and culture.
    

    
      And every day, when I returned, I would be able to see Russell on his bed, using the mana breathing technique.
    

    
      ‘It doesn’t matter if your upper danjeon is opened but you don’t have a proper mana breathing technique. It really is hard to accumulate mana that way.’
    

    
      A regular person could train their whole lives to the brink of death and back without opening up their upper danjeon. Even if they did, training for further improvement was difficult. If you didn’t have a unique mana breathing technique like I did thanks to my awesome master, it would be impossible for you to go beyond a set limit.
    

    
      ‘To summon a spirit, you need the help of someone with an affinity to spirits, right? You also need a spirit summoning magic circle, spirit crystal, and a magic crystal.’
    

    
      According to the information about spirits I’d researched in the library, a spirit summoning magic circle wasn’t too difficult. A person with about as much mana as a 3rd Circle mage could complete the summoning circle.
    

    
      ‘But still, who said magic circles were easy? Only those fantasy authors...’I read somewhere that anyone with a few tricks and tips could draw a magic circle. However, the reality was quite different from what I had read in fantasy novels. Even an outstanding mana theory genius couldn’t complete a magic array if their Circle level was too low.
    

    
      For example, if a 5th Circle mage wanted a magic array corresponding to the 5th Circle level, they would need 5th Circle mana before the array could be completed. In addition, if you wanted to enhance the magic array’s effect, you would need mana from a higher Circle mage.
    

    
      ‘If I want to summon a spirit, I’ll need Russell’s help, as well as a spirit crystal and magic crystal.’
    

    
      Arranging a spirit summoning array was simple for me. But the problem was getting a summoner’s help. They also needed to be someone with spiritual affinity.
    

    
      ‘I have more than enough mana. I haven’t confirmed it yet, but if Russell’s spiritual affinity is good enough, I’ll also be able to summon a spirit.’
    

    
      An emergency weapon was paramount. If I had not only my sword but also magic and a spirit, then I would be able to escape with my life no matter what happened.
    

    
      “Phew!”
    

    
      Having heard my arrival, Russell exhaled deeply and regulated his breathing. His smooth skin and red lips were beautiful enough to come from a woman.
    

    
      “You’re back?”
    

    
      After residing together in the same room for a few days, Russell had become much friendlier. He opened his large eyes and acted happy to see me.
    

    
      “Let’s go out.”
    

    
      “Hm? Where to?”
    

    
      “Where do you think? You’ve got to help this hillbilly sightsee the capital.”
    

    
      “Sightseeing?”
    

    
      “Once our lessons start, we won’t be able to leave so freely. So before that, we should go out and drink a bit, and if there’s something we need to buy, we should go take care of it, right? I, Kyre, will treat you big today!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Instead of answering, Russell stared blankly at me with blinking eyes.
    

    
      “Huhu. What, dun wanna? I’ll carry you.”
    

    
      “N-no! I’ll get ready right away!”
    

    
      For some reason, Russell really avoided physical touch. That’s why just walking closer made him get serious in a hurry.
    

    
      ‘Oi, are you some kind of germaphobe or something?’
    

    
      Russell had an abnormal obsession about controlling the distance between us, even though we were both guys. He threw on his cloak and completed his preparation to go out in a flurry.
    

    
      “Let’s go, my friend~!”
    

    
      “O-okay. Let’s go!”
    

    
      I found out after asking him that he was one year older than me.
    

    
      ‘But why is his butt so bouncy?’
    

    
      I swear I wasn’t a pervert like Russell said, but his padded bum really drew the eyes. It wasn’t that big, but the swaying movements were out of the ordinary.
    

    
      ‘Today, I’ll have a proper beer. Kuku,’ I thought, recalling the clean taste of the beer from Elmar’s Resthouse.
    

    
      It was currently the afternoon. If we bought a bunch of magic goods and then went and got ourselves a drink, we would be able to come back before curfew.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Are those Skyknight cadets?”
    

    
      “Wow, so cool.”
    

    
      The streets were somewhat slippery due to the misting of snow from the morning, but it felt very refreshing to walk along on my horse. Moreover, my black cloak which signified my identity as a Skyknight cadet drew gazes from everyone as we walked.
    

    
      ‘So this is what influence feels like.’
    

    
      Even the soldiers guarding the capital saluted us. We were only trainees, but as Skyknight cadets, we received courtesy given to knights. It really was a friendlier world if you had some status.
    

    
      ‘So this is the Magic Tower District.’
    

    
      After leaving the academy, I went to the soldiers guarding the inner castle and asked them to help me get Ronaldo. While I was at it, I also asked for directions to the Magic Tower District. As expected of a great empire, the district boasted not only large magic towers, but also minor, smaller magic towers. Mages weren’t their only customers-- there were also nobles and merchants who needed magic items or ingredients.
    

    
      “Isn’t this the Magic Tower District?” Russell asked, having followed me quietly to the district displaying all sorts of magic tower emblems.
    

    
      “There’s something I need to buy.”
    

    
      ‘Let’s buy him a present. Then he can’t say no to helping.’ There was no free lunch in this world. And even if there was, it would definitely come with some kind of wicked hidden strings attached.
    

    
      “This place looks good.”
    

    
      I stopped in front of the grandest, 4-story building on Magic Tower Street.
    

    
      “Gauss Magic Tower... They have good quality items, but their prices are high.”
    

    
      ‘Hm? I didn’t know he knew so much about magic towers.’
    

    
      Well, it was probably me who was just ignorant. There were seven huge magic towers that were on almost equal footing with the empire. Led by 7th Circle mages, which was said to be the limit of humankind, these magic towers gathered and cultivated hundreds of fledgling mages.
    

    
      Though they might fall short to Skyknights in terms of military strength, mages with outstanding skills couldn’t be ignored. If they all decided to defect to an enemy country, the empire or kingdom would come face to face with enormous force.
    

    
      ‘Magic towers are involved in politics, right?’
    

    
      This was something I had come to know: to control the locations of such potentially dangerous magic towers, each empire and kingdom signed contracts with magic towers. Mages involved in politics were limited to provisional magic tower disciple positions and could only receive the title of ‘mage.’
    

    
      “Let’s go in.”
    

    
      “Un,” murmured Russell softly.
    

    
      I hitched Ronaldo to the storefront and we went inside.
    

    
      “How may I help you?”
    

    
      Even after seeing our Skyknight cadet uniforms, the mage kept his composure. The sleeve of his white robe was embroidered with two gold circles, which signified that he was a 2nd Circle mage.
    

    
      ‘Ah, are these all magic products?’
    

    
      The interior of the building was in no way inferior to the Emperor Mall in Apgujeon, which was said to be the best in all of Korea. A magical chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling, and countless products that looked like magic items were laid out in this store, which was over 300 sq. meters large. From varying kinds of knight armor, to all sorts of swords and even accessories for women, this place had everything.
    

    
      “What do you have for auxiliary gear that Skyknight cadets usually wear?”
    

    
      The clerk was only a 2nd Circle mage, but he was affiliated with the magic tower, and he had surely assisted countless nobles before. I didn’t want to be humiliated later by pretending that I knew everything, so I just asked honestly.
    

    
      “Am I correct in assuming that you have not yet been issued an airplate?”
    

    
      ‘Airplate?’ The mage mentioned an unfamiliar term.
    

    
      “Haha! We have just enrolled, so we haven’t received one yet.” The only thing I’d gotten was the cadet uniform.
    

    
      “If so, then please allow me to recommend a shield item that can block a Blessed Spear. For female Skyknights, items that enhance physical strength are necessary, but male Skyknights are more often in close-combat fighting at the front rather than at the back, so they often seek shield items.”
    

    
      ‘Blessed Spear? Close-combat fighting?” I was indeed a Skyknight cadet in name, but the only thing I really knew about all this was that Skyknights rode wyverns with flair in the skies.
    

    
      “What do you think? If there’s something that catches your fancy, you can have it.”
    

    
      “F-for me?” said Russell with surprise. His eyes had been scanning the products here and there with curiosity.
    

    
      “To commemorate our friendship, I want to buy you a present. True friends shouldn’t spare anything for each other, right?”
    

    
      “But...”
    

    
      ‘Dude, take the bait! Huhu.’ This is probably how Master felt when he baited me with the words “it’s free~.”
    

    
      “What do you think about this one, sirs? This is considered quite good among the auxiliary arms. Even among magic towers, this is an exceptional magic item produced by our Gauss Magic Tower; it is enchanted with the 4th Circle spell, Wind Shield. Additionally, unlike items from other magic towers, as long as the shield is not shattered, it can be used at least 10 times.”
    

    
      Knowing I was buying a present, the 2nd Circle mage brought out an expensive-looking bracelet that glowed with blue light.
    

    
      ‘A 4th Circle magic item? It probably took a pretty long time to make.’
    

    
      An item that would be attached to something with a large surface area, like armor, didn’t require compression with a magic circle, so it was easy to make them. But to enchant a 4 cm wide object would require a compressed 4th Circle array, so producing them was no easy matter, at least according to the magic theory in my head.
    

    
      “Do you like it?”
    

    
      “Huh? I like it, but... won’t it be too expensive?”
    

    
      The mage handed over the faintly glowing magic bracelet for my inspection. Ten fingernail-sized green stones acting as magic crystals were adorning the bracelet, increasing its beauty.
    

    
      “How much does this cost?”
    

    
      “An excellent choice. Most Skyknight cadets use magic items of at least this level. And our Gauss Magic Tower offers a special 10% discount to trainees of the Bajran Empire.”
    

    
      ‘Considering how he’s twisting his words in circles, it must be expensive.’ His eyes were glittering with greed as he stared at Russell and me like some fat prey.
    

    
      
        Ring ring~
      
    

    
      “Haha! Lady Luciella, this is the branch of Gauss Magic Tower.”
    

    
      “I really must thank you for escorting me like this every day. In the future, I will be sure to let everyone in the social circle know about your sincerity, Lord Alfonso.”
    

    
      ‘These morons...’
    

    
      A pair of mean cockroaches came in and spoiled my good mood. I really just wanted to drag these two Skyknight cadet uniform-wearing people to a back alley and give them a hundred punches and then a few more. These young guys simply dripping with greasy mannerisms entered the store.
    

    
      “Welcome. Thank you for coming to Gauss Magic Tower,” greeted a different mage on standby with a bright smile.
    

    
      “Ah! You!”
    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    
      They clearly never expected to see me here, so as they saw me, their faces twisted in extreme displeasure. That malignant woman, Luciella, even snorted and shot snakes and daggers at me with her eyes.
    

    
      “Haha! Long time no see. 
    

    
      Instead of responding, Alfonso ground his teeth audibly. The sight of his distorted face washed away my feeling of displeasure.
    

    
      “You were called Luciella, yes? You’re braver than you look, huh? How can you go around without makeup with a face like yours? Tsk tsk, they say the brave are scary, I guess people who came out half-formed from the womb are really two-faced.”
    

    
      “W-what did you say?!”
    

    
      These two miscellaneous side characters were already on my “no good” list. My verbal assault was only beginning.
    

    
      “Russell, you say hi, too. These are your schoolmates who will 100% make your appetite disappear if you see them during a meal. If you run into them at the cafeteria, avoid them, because otherwise, you’ll lose your appetite for the entire day.”
    

    
      “You bastard!”
    

    
      “What, wanna fight?” I didn’t fear them anymore. A Skyknight cadet was guaranteed pseudo-knight treatment by Imperial law. The moment he drew his sword would decide the day of his death.  “Jerk, your personality is bullshit even though you have no skills to speak of. Heh.”
    

    
      Alfonso and Luciella’s expressions couldn’t be distorted any more than they already were.
    

    
      Then, Luciella saw the magic bracelet in my hands and loudly exclaimed, “Ah! That bracelet is—!”
    

    
      “Wait, isn’t that the product we arranged for yesterday!”
    

    
      “I apologize. By policy, our Gauss Magic Tower does not keep products on hold. Since that is due to the unique properties of magic items, we ask for your understanding.” The young trainee mage was firm even in the face of nobles.
    

    
      ‘Oho, so you came to see this thing?’
    

    
      Apparently, these two also came over to buy a magic item before classes started.
    

    
      Then the young, wicked mage clerk who wanted to eat a chicken whole without even plucking it addressed me cheerfully. “Dear customer, after taking a 10% discount from the 8,000 Gold original price, the total comes to 7,200 Gold.”
    

    
      “Cough!”
    

    
      ‘Something like this is 7,200 Gold?!’ I knew a magic item would be expensive, but I didn’t expect such a ridiculous price. ‘The cost of the materials is probably 100 Gold at most.’
    

    
      No matter how I looked at it, the item didn’t look especially expensive. I even thought I could make something way better if I put my mind to it.
    

    
      “Puhahaha! You poor commoner.”
    

    
      “Hohoho! Seems someone mistakenly thought he was a rich noble after becoming a Skyknight cadet.”
    

    
      The nasty pair broke into laughter at my noise of surprise. 
    

    
      “I told you, it’s expensive.” Even Russell said something with an ashamed expression.
    

    
      ‘All of you need to let up.’
    

    
      I couldn’t just let myself be beat by this pair that were venting their frustration by joyfully laughing at my expense.
    

    
      I, Kang Hyuk, had lived up to this point without getting humiliated by money matters. And in the future, I would continue to live that way. 
    

    
      “Haha! It’s cheaper than I thought. Alright. I will settle the purchase right away.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      At my nonchalant words, the cockroaches’ laughter froze right on their faces. 
    

    
      Continuing, I said, “I can’t walk around carelessly with so much gold, so please go to the Rubis Merchant Branch to collect the money. They will withdraw the money if you say it is from Kyre, the person closely dealing with their executive manager.” As I spoke, I pulled out the token Jamir had given me, which granted me 100,000 Gold in credit.
    

    
      “R-Rubis Merchant Group’s executive manager!” burst out Alfonso inadvertently.
    

    
      As a noble, he should know better than anyone about the continent’s greatest merchant groups.
    

    
      “Understood. I will return right away.” The mage clutched the token he received and slightly bowed. He was probably thinking that this was an unforeseen boon.
    

    
      “You... you fricking bastard.”
    

    
      “Hm? You’re going already?”
    

    
      Their faces flushed bright red, the two ground their teeth and turned to leave. They didn’t even respond to my friendly words and opened the door, causing it to ring with the same bright tone as it had when they entered. The two awful nobles left, all the while radiating an aura of black rage.
    

    
      ‘This guy is next... Does he see me as an easy target?’
    

    
      The mage clerk took my token and scampered off to a different mage. I inspected the bracelet in my hands. At least a hundred thin magic lines were running through it.
    

    
      As I looked closer, unbelievably enough, the weak points of the magic bracelet appeared in my head.
    

    
      ‘If I put a little mana right here, it’ll cause an overload for a moment.’
    

    
      An elaborate mana item was basically a mana circuit diagram. If you supplied the mana circuitry with a certain amount of mana, there would be an overload and it would temporarily lose its function.
    

    
      I carefully drew my mana and inserted mana into an important part of the circuitry.
    

    
      ‘I did it! Huhu.’
    

    
      A poor mage, no, even a decent mage wouldn’t be able to find the critical weakness of a mana circuit right away.
    

    
      “Wait!” I called out, stopping the mage who was about to leave the store with my token.
    

    
      “What is the matter?” After seeing the executive manager’s token, the mage’s mannerisms towards me had become much smoother. At my cry, he ran back at full speed.
    

    
      “No matter what, shouldn’t you check the product before settling the purchase? If there was to be a problem at a critical moment, the magic tower won’t take responsibility, right?”
    

    
      “Haha! Please do not worry about such a thing. Our Gauss Magic Tower has never, not even once, sold a defective item.”
    

    
      “Hohh, but you never know what could happen. Moreover, the life of a Skyknight who defends the empire with their life on the line is more important than an assumption. Check the product before finalizing the purchase.” 
    

    
      I imitated a world-wise adult and put a prudish expression on my face.
    

    
      “If you truly feel that way... then we will check the product. Only, if the bracelet is activated, the mana in the magic crystals will be consumed and the number of times the product can be used may be reduced,” said the trainee mage, trying to scare me a little.
    

    
      “I will take that into consideration,” I responded firmly.
    

    
      ‘You guys are screwed today.’
    

    
      “Then, I will activate the magic.” With a slightly bothered expression, the mage took the bracelet from me. He put it on his wrist and transferred a little mana, then cast the spell with a cheerful voice.
    

    
      “Wind Shield~!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      But after my tampering, there was no way the spell would deploy. With a surprised cry, the trainee mage’s face drained of color.
    

    
      “How could this be!”
    

    
      In order to maximize the effect, I played along with a surprised expression.
    

    
      “Wind Shield!” The mage tried casting the spell again.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      However, only silence greeted the mage. 
    

    
      “Goodness gracious, what is going on! How could Gauss Magic Tower sell such a faulty product! And it’s even an expensive article that costs thousands of gold!” I cried out, making my voice loud enough that everyone around could hear.
    

    
      “W-what is happening here??” Hearing my mana-charged voice, a 4th Circle mage with four golden circles embroidered on his sleeve soon came running over.
    

    
      ‘Should I take the acting up a notch? Huhu.’
    

    
      Suppressing the evil laughter inside my heart, I maintained an icy expression on my face. The magic tower wanted to fleece me, but today, they had met their match.
    

    
      “To sell such a faulty product in the empire capital itself, where His Imperial Majesty himself rules, and not only that, but to try to sell it to a Skyknight who protects the very frontlines of the Empire! Such an organization must be taking the Bajran Empire lightly!”
    

    
      I pulled the Emperor into it and launched my full-force attack.
    

    
      “T-that’s not it--”
    

    
      “If you have something to say, then say it! If someone believed in this item and tried to use it in battle but was ruined because it didn’t activate, then would you take responsibility? If I hadn’t checked it here, what do you think would have happened!!”
    

    
      I loudly interrupted the trainee mage who was dripping cold sweat and trying to make an excuse.
    

    
      “I believe there was a temporary mistake. Please calm down,” said the 4th Circle mage. He looked to be in his forties. Looking like a person who had lived and seen quite a lot, he tried to smooth my ruffled feathers.
    

    
      ‘Calm down my ass, of course I need to shout more. Kuku.’ Calming down like a moron wouldn’t benefit me at all.
    

    
      “Do you think I would just lie down and bear this! Can a person’s life be measured with ones or twos? You are joking around with the one and only life a person has-- would YOU calm down now? And this sham of a magic item even costs 8,000 Gold!”
    

    
      My veins popped as I did my best Karen imitation.
    

    
      “Tell the manager to come out! You dare to play with the life of a Skyknight of the Empire!”
    

    
      Since I was already yelling, I went all out and exaggerated the issue.
    

    
      “Pl-please allay your anger. We will replace it with a different product right away.”
    

    
      ‘You think I’m stupid?’
    

    
      “Are you joking with me? With my honor as a future Skyknight, I refuse to forgive such a vicious magic branch! I will inform the Academy at once about this situation! No, I will tell every noble and person passing this store about your lack of ethics!”
    

    
      “Ack!”
    

    
      How could I, a person who lived in an age where the customer was king, possibly take a loss? Moreover, my rank right now was not that of a commoner, but an intermediate level close to nobles. At my various accusations, the faces of the mages inside the branch store turned an ugly shade of yellow.
    

    
      “P-please come further inside. There is something urgent we must tell you.” The 4th Circle mage apparently thought of something and tried to bring me to the back.
    

    
      ‘If I take the bait here, I could be driven into a corner by some scammer who’s trying to cut the price.’
    

    
      I couldn’t let these guys who were trying to pull the wool over my head off easily.
    

    
      “Are you trying to block my mouth right now, or trying to haggle with someone’s life?”
    

    
      “N-no, that’s not it. I merely wanted to control this situation with a short, very short conversation together.”
    

    
      “I won’t stand for it~! I, Kyre, am a Skyknight cadet who lives and dies by his honor!”
    

    
      I emphasized my last words slightly and showed them my strong side again.
    

    
      “Of course. A Skyknight is a knight among knights who knows true honor.” The 4th Circle mage was tripping over himself to flatter me, though it really didn’t suit his appearance.
    

    
      “If you agree on that point, then... ahem, I will go to the back and attempt to resolve this situation with you.” After threatening them with plenty of accusations, I confidently offered to go to the back.
    

    
      “Thank you. Please come this way.”
    

    
      “Kyre...”
    

    
      “Russell, I’m sorry but wait here a bit.”
    

    
      “O-okay. I got it.”
    

    
      Even Russell was cowed by all my combative accusations.
    

    
      Then, I followed the 4th Circle mage to the back of the store. In my hand was the proof of my argument, the bracelet I had received from the trainee mage.
    

     

    
      “I am Harrison, the head of Gauss Magic Tower’s Bajran Empire Branch.” After entering a quiet secret room sort of place, the person at my side gave a formal introduction.
    

    
      “I am Kyre, Skyknight cadet.” I emphasized my name because I was on edge.
    

    
      “First, please allow me to apologize for causing you this unexpected displeasure today. Until now, there has never been such a shameful matter, but... I truly apologize,” said Harrison while respectfully bowing his head. Despite being a 4th Circle mage who had surely been highly respected for many years, he was stiffly bowing to me.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      However, I didn’t say a single thing in response, indirectly telling him that I was still very angry.
    

    
      “We are only human, and are not immune to making mistakes; this is especially true for a huge organisation like our Gauss Magic Tower. Please forgive us with that in mind. I will give you compensation as an apology.”
    

    
      ‘Alright, it looks like you know a bit of life.’
    

    
      I had no ill-will towards him in particular, but it didn’t matter. He was still covering for others who were trying to fleece people like me.
    

    
      “You should know I’m not doing this to receive compensation or anything like that.”
    

    
      “Of course. You are a Skyknight cadet who values honor above all; how could we make amends for the offense you have suffered with a paltry trifle? We are simply truly sorry for this situation and wish to show our sincerity with some compensation.”
    

    
      Harrison could have probably succeeded as a merchant instead of a mage.
    

    
      “If it’s just a matter of showing your sincerity... then I’m willing to listen to what you have to offer.”
    

    
      I couldn’t lose my tension for even a single moment. My opponent was an elite, respected mage who had been nurtured as a salesman by the Gauss Magic Tower.
    

    
      “The 4th Circle Wind Shield magic item in your hands is an item whose production has been indefinitely halted.”
    

    
      ‘What? This is the last stock?’
    

    
      “Instead of this bracelet, I wish to offer you one of the best, recent masterpieces from our magic tower, a double shield product, at production price.”
    

    
      ‘Production price? Not free?’
    

    
      “Actually... We wouldn’t normally go this far for a situation of this degree, but because your honor has been severely offended, sir Kyre, I am yielding the most I can. If this is not enough to repair your honor, you will have no choice but to trouble the Imperial family themselves.”
    

    
      ‘Wow. He’s coming on strong!’
    

    
      If pulled too taut, a fishing line would snap. A warning that said I should stop here rang in my head.
    

    
      “Sigh, then let’s settle it with this. I just got excited for a moment. As you say, Mage Harrison, such things can happen in life.”
    

    
      “I am thankful that you think that way.”
    

    
      “But what is the production cost of a double shield item?”
    

    
      “... Please give us just 500 Gold.”
    

    
      ‘500 Gold! Wow, these guys are daylight robbers.’
    

    
      “Only, this truth must never come to light. If this price were to be publicly known...” Harrison made a grave expression and trailed off.
    

    
      “Haha! Of course. I, Kyre, am a Skyknight who lives and dies by his honor.”
    

    
      ‘Honor, my ass!’ Well, honor had its uses. If it could help me out like today, I could live my whole life with honor.
    

    
      “I will believe in you, sir Kyre.”
    

    
      “I am thankful that this matter has been settled. Can I also have this broken magic bracelet?”
    

    
      “Hm? But why...?”
    

    
      “Please don’t worry. I would never keep this as evidence and cause trouble for you next time. I simply want to protect its artistic value even if it’s not a magic item.”
    

    
      “Well... if that is the case, then it is a matter of no importance.”
    

    
      ‘Damn, they have no problem giving this thing for free but the retail price is 8,000 Gold? You robbers!’ I poured curses at them in my heart.
    

    
      “Then, I will go out now.”
    

    
      “Thank you very much for yielding to us today.”
    

    
      “Haha! What do you mean, yielding. All’s well that ends well.”
    

    
      “R-right. All’s well that ends well. Ahem.” Harrison scowled a bit at my words.
    

    
      ‘Uhahahahaha! I earned big today!’
    

    
      A double shield item, for 500 Gold. Even if I made it myself, it would definitely cost at least that much. Not only that, but I got one free on the side!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Shall we go get a drink now?”
    

    
      “Kyre, thank you.”
    

    
      “Ach, I didn’t do much. We’re friends, right?”
    

    
      The 500 Gold Harrison and I had agreed on was settled with the Rubis Merchant Group token, and the double shield magic item that cost 10,000 Gold at retail price was given to Russell. Russell was now looking at the golden bracelet on his wrist with a deeply moved expression.
    

    
      “But with 10,000 Gold...”
    

    
      ‘Brat, you’re so touched by a bit of money.’
    

    
      If it helped me look better in his eyes, what was a few thousand Gold?
    

    
      ‘The weather is great!’
    

    
      I looked up at the bright autumn sky. It was perfect weather for a drink.
    

    
      ‘After getting a spirit stone and magic crystal, let’s finish everything off with a drink and give summoning a shot~! Huhu.’
    

    
      I could tell Russell outright, but I didn’t want to crush his sensitive self-esteem. He was already overcome with emotion by a successful intermediate spirit summoning. I wanted to hide my true abilities from him. No, not just him, but the whole world, at least for now.
    

    
      ‘But hey, how should I get to the 6th Circle?’
    

    
      I may have gained 5th Circle magic, but this place was dangerous like no other. There were over ten 7th Circle mages, and quite a few Blade Masters as well.
    

    
      “Welcome in!” While stewing in my thoughts, we arrived at Elmar’s Resthouse.
    

    
      “Let’s go in.”
    

    
      “Un.” Innocent Russell only ever responded with a grunt.
    

    
      ‘Kek! Why does my heart throb whenever I catch sight of this guy’s butt?!’
    

    
      My heart raced at the sight of Russell’s outstretched legs as he dismounted from the horse. This was no good. I should only have eyes for the opposite sex! I didn’t swing that way!
    

    
      ‘But does he really not have a sister?’
    

    
      His clear skin and graceful features really looked feminine. I kept regretting that Russell didn’t have any sisters.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Drink up, this house’s beer is killer.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Russell stared with a troubled look at the large wooden beer mug in his hands.
    

    
      “Chug!”
    

    
      “C-chug?”
    

    
      Hearing an unfamiliar term like “chug,” Russell’s eyes widened, making him look really cute. I would have wanted to pinch him if he weren’t a man.
    

    
      “If you’re a man, you should chug down your first glass in one go, as a homage to the God of Merrymaking, Elfos.”
    

    
      I had learned about Kallian’s gods in the library. The god who governed the 5th month, Elfos, was the deity of alcohol and arts.
    

    
      However, Russell was deeply troubled by the glass in front of him.
    

    
      “Are you really a man?” I said something that could slightly hurt his pride.
    

    
      At my words, Russell made an expression like he was some criminal ordered to drink a glass of poison, and brought the beer to his mouth.
    

    
      “That’s right, chug it aaaall down~!”
    

    
      Here, there was no age limit. I had come to truly enjoy the taste of beer.
    

    
      
        Glug glug!
      
    

    
      “Aahh!”
    

    
      The refreshing, cold beer went down in an easy stream down my throat. It wasn’t pasteurized beer, but a natural draft beer with living cultures. The aroma of the beer transported me momentarily to the wheat fields.
    

    
      “One more, please!”
    

    
      ‘Brat, now you’re exaggerating.’
    

    
      After downing one glass, Russell’s face was already flushing. He raised his glass and valiantly called for another.
    

    
      ‘The academy’s formal lessons will start soon.’
    

    
      I couldn’t wait for classes to begin; I was really curious about how an elite education from this world would be. It would surely be very different from high school back at home.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Oi!” While I was thinking about this and that, a loud thump sounded beside me and the table shook. “R–Russell!”
    

    
      I stared blankly at Russell, who had somehow managed to collapse onto the table face-flat while still clutching his empty mug. It was only one can of beer at most, but he was already completely drunk and had lost consciousness.
    

    
      “You’re really...”
    

    
      I wanted to drink a few and have an honest conversation with Russell tonight, but my roommate was already down for the count.
    

    
      “Zzzz... zz..”
    

    
      Russell snored as he fell into a deep slumber.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Why is he so light?’
    

    
      Even accounting for his young age, Russell was way lighter than he looked. I couldn’t take the knocked out Russell back to the academy, so I arranged for the top suite I had used before. Then I drank another two beers and carried Russell up to the room.
    

    
      ‘What a bright and proper shade of red.’
    

    
      Russell’s fine skin was as red as a ripe apple. I could feel his sweet alcoholic breath every time he breathed.
    

    
      ‘This feels just like the night of a honeymoon.’
    

    
      It was a newlywed’s dream to carry your beloved bride to the bed. If Russell wasn’t a man, the mood right now would fit the bill.
    

    
      ‘He sure is sleeping well.’
    

    
      Who knew what kind of dream he was having, but Russell’s smooth lips were quirked in a happy smile. His eyelashes, which were as long as a woman’s, increased his beauty.
    

    
      I smoothly laid Russell on the bed. “Sweet dreams, friend.” I smoothed out his short, but glossy hair a bit, then fell into thought.
    

    
      ‘Be it destructive power or intensity, 5th Circle spells are on a whole different level from 4th Circle spells. Offensive wind spells of the highest rank, like Spiral Tornado, can easily raze down dozens of meters.’
    

    
      The more I learned about magic, the more awe I felt. After laying Russell on the bed, I sat in lotus position on the ground and fell into meditation.
    

    
      Magic study couldn’t be neglected even for a single day. Information regarding magic was sewn into my brain, but I could only utilize it properly if I trained every day without fail.
    

    
      Accompanied by the sound of Russell’s easy, regular breaths, I went through the 5th Circle spells one by one in my head. Then, I began my image training: I imagined real battles and cast magic and wielded my sword at an imaginary enemy.
    

    
      At the moment, my skills were only barely enough to preserve my own life. I had to work hard in order to protect the peaceful future ahead of me.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Russell was abruptly woken up by the heavy feeling on her belly and made a weird sound.
    

    
      ‘Th-this is...’
    

    
      She woke up in a completely unfamiliar room. And the last thing she remembered...
    

    
      ‘N-no way...!’
    

    
      Startled into complete wakefulness, Russell sat up and checked her body.
    

    
      “Phew!”
    

    
      After confirming that her cadet uniform was just as it was before, Russell let out a long sigh of relief.
    

    
      “Hnng...”
    

    
      Just then, Kyre mumbled in his sleep and his strong arms suddenly grabbed the currently defenseless Russell’s waist. Russell hastily covered her mouth and muffled her cry of surprise.
    

    
      “Mom...” Clearly deeply asleep, Kyre called for his mom while unconsciously moving his hand towards Russell’s chest.
    

    
      Flushing bright red, Russell grabbed Kyre’s hand, halting its advance. Then, her body began to tremble like a leaf. For the first time in her life, she was feeling the warmth of man’s body. They were both completely clothed, but laying on the same bed and sticking so close to one another was a first.
    

    
      ‘Kyre...’
    

    
      She called out the name of her roommate in her mind. He was a manly guy with unique black hair and a carefree smile. He was neither a noble receiving systematic training nor a native of Bajran, but a youth who had gained entry to the Skyknight academy with his skills alone. They had shared the same room for the past ten days, but she was unable to figure out his true ability.
    

    
      Without realizing it herself, Russell’s left hand moved to stroke Kyre’s hair. This man had given her a taste of warmth for the first time in a long time. For the revival of her exterminated family, she had toiled the last few years without rest. Her frozen-solid heart seemed to be melting day by day.
    

    
      ‘What am I doing right now.’
    

    
      Startled, Russell’s hand stopped. He had gifted her an expensive present and treated her with warm friendship, but Kyre’s identity was unknown. Russell stamped down her wavering feelings and carefully rose from the bed.
    

    
      ‘Dad, mom...’
    

    
      The faces of her parents, who had been caught up in a ridiculous conspiracy and beheaded, came to her mind, and the tears she had held in until now came pouring out. 
    

    
      She was born as an esteemed daughter of a noble family, but now, she had to live as a rough man.
    

    
      She wanted revenge. She wanted to put a knife in the hearts of those who made her and her family like this.
    

    
      Until then, Russell had to live as a man. And her name, Luminia de Aschesla, had to be cast away...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘It’s seriously weird!’
    

    
      I definitely felt my mom’s touch in my sleep. Because I had sometimes hugged my mom with my only child privilege, I vividly recalled the feeling of my mom’s warm embrace. I had only slept next to Russell last night, but felt like I slept in my mom’s embrace.
    

    
      “Russell, did I do something in my sleep?”
    

    
      “What?” said Russell calmly while riding his horse.
    

    
      “Like touching you, or—”
    

    
      “Pervert.”
    

    
      Even before I could finish, a cold “pervert” came flying my way.
    

    
      ‘This brat is quick to call people perverts.’
    

    
      As if one of his ancestors had suffered bad experiences, Russell was always ready to call someone a pervert.
    

    
      “Ugyaa~!”
    

    
      I stretched wide atop Ronaldo. The cold but refreshing air rushed into my lungs and sent fresh energy into my body.
    

    
      ‘Life sure is hard.’ In this world, the only thing I could believe was my own strength.
    

    
      
        Clop clop! Clop clop! Clop clop clop!
      
    

    
      ‘What’s with those guys?’ When we were almost at the inner castle, a group of mounted people came galloping along the wide road. ‘Skyknight cadets?’
    

    
      Clearly, they had undergone some training so intense that their horses and bodies were covered from head to toe in dust. Wearing Skyknight cadet uniforms, the group’s black cloaks fluttered in the wind.
    

    
      ‘Where did they go to get so beaten up? What’s with that appearance?’
    

    
      Scrawled on their grimacing faces were the words ‘I almost lost my life’; all of them were bearing such expressions of pain and suffering. There were just under 30 people.
    

    
      ‘But they still look cool...’
    

    
      Despite being covered in dirt, the high discipline of these male and female Skyknight cadets trailed by fluttering black cloaks made everyone they passed utter exclamations of admiration.
    

    
      “They seem to be seniors who have completed Winter Training.”
    

    
      “Winter Training?”
    

    
      “As far as I know, after one year of education, Skyknight trainees undergo hellish training for a few months in the winter. During that training, at least half of the cadets drop out and are placed in the regular Knight Academy or go the magic tower or summoner route.”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’ This was news to me. ‘That’s why they look like a rat’s ass.’
    

    
      Who knew how hardcore they were rolling around, but the Skyknight cadets were surrounded in a cloud of spite, bitterness, and other negative feelings.
    

    
      “They must be happy. Now they just have to overcome mana sharing with a wyvern, and they can become real Skyknights.”
    

    
      ‘Mana sharing? What’s that?’
    

    
      “Hey, Russell.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “What exactly does it ‘mana sharing with a wyvern’ mean?” I asked with a pure intent to learn.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      “Kyre....”
    

    
      Russell quietly met my eyes and quietly called my name.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “From which hole did you crawl out of?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Russell suddenly went on a verbal assault.
    

    
      “Does it make sense that a Skyknight cadet doesn't even know what mana sharing with a wyvern is? You should call a stupid orc big brother.”
    

    
      ‘O-Orc!’
    

    
      Master had said I would become orc poop, and Russell was now making an orc my family member. I couldn’t take that sitting down.
    

    
      “Russell!” I called out loudly.
    

    
      Russell was still looking at me as if I was a pathetic dog. I stared right into his eyes and spoke forcefully.
    

    
      “In. The. Future...” I started, accenting each word. Russell got scared looking at me and shrank away.
    

    
      “Please take care of me~!”
    

    
      I wasn’t one to insist I knew something I didn’t. I also didn’t forget the words of the sages: There’s always something to learn from conceited people.
    

    
      ‘Haahh, if only I had Goggle.’
    

    
      I thought wistfully back to Goggle, the sea of knowledge in the 21st century. It would definitely give me all the information I needed. If you typed in ‘How to become a Skyknight,’ countless tips and tricks would come up.
    

    
      At this moment, I seriously longed for a search engine.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 24: Enrollment Ceremony and Classes
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “All units, fall in!”
    

    
      ‘Awesome! Really awesome!’ A large scale spectacle was unfolding before me, its magnificence unrivaled by anything I had ever seen in movies.
    

    
      Horns rang loudly from the castle walls, the mighty sound causing vibrations on the ground. Wearing red cloaks and silver armor, helmets, and swords were the empire’s Imperial Knights. Atop the castle walls stood thousands of Imperial Soldiers wielding swords, spears, and flags. Around me were around a thousand knight cadets wearing newly made uniforms. The entrance ceremony of my dreams was finally happening.
    

    
      ‘What’s wrong with Hyneth?’
    

    
      Hyneth had been staying with a marquis in the capital, so I hadn’t seen her for a while. 
    

    
      She was different.
    

    
      She was wearing the black cloak of the Skyknights, as well as silver armor and a sword at her hip. The pureblooded, innocent manga character I knew was nowhere to be seen. She stood in absolute silence, staring intently at the arena podium where hundreds of nobles were seated, radiating an aura like a well-honed sword.
    

    
      ‘I can’t even approach her.’ Her extremely chilly appearance gave off a wholly different feeling from usual. ‘Everyone is nervous.’
    

    
      The Emperor himself would preside over the Knight Academy entrance ceremony. The stiff-faced escort of the Imperial Knights made the cadets nervous.
    

    
      Except for one person. The happy-go-lucky me, of course.
    

    
      ‘He’s not doing THAT, right?’
    

    
      Even now, I could recall the countless schoolyard assemblies from my past, starting from my elementary school entrance ceremony. I still couldn’t understand why we had to listen to the ramblings of the dry-as-a-textbook principal every single time. Maybe they derived joy from standing kids up in the scorching sun and boasting about all the things they knew, but I still remembered standing there and filtering out the countless words spat out by what seemed like each and every teacher there.
    

    
      The meeting at the end of the day with the homeroom teacher was already enough. But for whatever reason, they always had so much to say... 
    

    
      In my middle school days, I even thought this: there are three kinds of people in the world.
    

    
      The first kind of people were men, the second were women, and the third and last were straight-necked principals who loved to hear themselves talk.
    

    
      Suddenly while everyone was standing in strict single files in the arena, a fanfare a hundred trumpets strong went off around us.
    

    
      “His Imperial Majesty the Emperor of Great Bajran enters!”
    

    
      These sorts of events were apparently not uncommon, because there was a seat reserved for the emperor in the upper part of the arena among hundreds of nobles. From the gate leading to the platform appeared the emperor wearing a bejeweled crown and the golden cloak. Stepping on the carpet, he slowly walked forward.
    

    
      ‘The Emperor!’
    

    
      The Emperor’s majesty seemed to subdue even the rustling of the wind.
    

    
      “Respect to His Imperial Majesty the Emperor!” cried someone with a mana-charged voice.
    

    
      With a huge clatter, everyone unsheathed their swords. Then they shouted powerfully into the sky, “All hail! Hail! Hail! Hail!”
    

    
      ‘Wow~!’
    

    
      I remembered how cool the honor guard looked on TV whenever foreign dignitaries visited. Compared to the scene before my eyes now, what I saw back then was as pathetic as the dead skin on a pinky toe.
    

    
      Just think about it. An enormous military arena as big as the Sangam World Cup Stadium filled with thousands of awesome Imperial Knights and Soldiers, all expressing their loyalty. Such a sight would even make a god jealous.
    

    
      ‘So this is the force of an emperor.’
    

    
      The Emperor of the Bajran Empire wasn’t even that tall, but his presence alone overwhelmed the thousands of nobles and knights. He exuded an easy grace, like a great lion facing a hundred wolves.
    

    
      He lightly raised his hand and acknowledged the loyalty of his knights and soldiers.
    

    
      “Woooooooooo! Long live His Imperial Majesty!”
    

    
      “Long live the Bajran Empire!!”
    

    
      Before me was the madness of collective loyalty in full force. The Emperor didn’t say a single word yet, but the knights and soldiers were belting out their cheers with every bit of air in their lungs.
    

    
      ‘They’re no different from religious fanatics.’
    

    
      They may be elite Imperial Knights and Soldiers, but if they weren’t sincere, then this kind of scene would be impossible. The Emperor of the Bajran Empire, Havitron, received all that adulation with his one hand. This lean 50-year old man was living a truly cool life.
    

    
      The Emperor raised his hand again and stopped the cheers of his fanatics.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      In the space of a millisecond, the arena was enveloped in pin drop silence.
    

    
      “The honor, pride, and shield of the Empire, Our Knights...”
    

    
      ‘He’s using mana?’ Surprisingly, the emperor’s voice was filled with a rather robust mana.
    

    
      “Know that this Empire and Imperial Family rest on your great shoulders, and that the current peace We and all citizens enjoy depend on you.”
    

    
      The Emperor’s sincere feelings were put into every word. He was either a naturally talented speaker, or simply a great ruler.
    

    
      “We were once among you in this arena under the hot sun. That time when Our sweat fell like rain, drenching Our body and clothes and even Our soul, is something We shall never forget. Know that your efforts are the cornerstone supporting the Empire, and that you are the valuable strength forging the future for this Empire.”
    

    
      Emperor Havitron’s words fell with deliberate slowness and gravity. Flames were lit in everyone’s eyes. They would never forget this address by the Emperor for the rest of their lives. Even I, a mere onlooker, felt my chest tighten, so what the others were feeling was self-explanatory.
    

    
      ‘Ah, even the kiddo is there?’
    

    
      The Imperial Family was seated behind the Emperor. Razcion sat in his seat with a grave solemnity that didn’t lose to his father. I saw the two queens sitting next to Razcion.
    

    
      ‘What about Igis?’
    

    
      According to my information, Emperor Havitron had two sons and two daughters. The Crown Prince Poltviran and First Princess Elemia were born to the Queen, while Razcion and Igis were born to the Empress. But behind the Emperor were just the kiddo, the Empress, and a woman with a provocative smile.
    

    
      “Do your very best. This Empire’s future is now in your hands. My Knights!”
    

    
      The emperor unsheathed his formal dress sword while speaking.
    

    
      ‘He’s not a pretentious emperor.’ I could feel it. The Emperor’s face was filled with his sincerity.
    

    
      “We swore here in the past! For the Knight’s honor and the Empire’s peace, to never compromise with injustice and to fight for god-given justice!”
    

    
      I would believe those powerful words came from not the Emperor, but a knight. The faces of the knights and cadets grasping their hilts flushed red with emotion.
    

    
      “Knights of Mine~! We swear once again today! To live until the day We die without a single shred of embarrassment with this sword that is like Our heart!! Oh, My Knights! Shout with your hearts open! The Gods are watching over us in the sky above! Ohh! My Knights, blood of My blood! Pray to the Gods for your glorious future! Pray that your burning hearts will never falter, upon this red blood of Mine!”
    

    
      ‘Woah!’
    

    
      The Emperor was extremely immersed in his speech, like a stage actor. He raised his sword and sliced his own palm, letting the red blood flow. 
    

    
      ‘Crazy!’
    

    
      My definition of an emperor was an extremely blessed character who lived and ate well with a greasy face, surrounded by all sorts of luxuries. The Emperor in front of me completely broke that stereotype.
    

    
      “For unchanging loyalty!”
    

    
      That wasn’t all. Following the Emperor’s self-sacrificing(?) act, the knights and cadets took their unsheathed swords and sliced their own palms, too.
    

    
      ‘Kyaaaa! What the fuck are they doing!’
    

    
      Why was it that I longed for the blabbermouth principal so much right now? Most of the knights had already bled their palms. I couldn’t be the only one left out.
    

    
      ‘Argh!’
    

    
      I could understand a knight getting caught up in the mood and doing something like this, but I was shocked that people would in their right mind cut their hands one after another.
    

    
      However, the atmosphere in the arena made it possible. I felt the cold kiss of metal on my palm as blood seeped from the wound.
    

    
      ‘Jeez...’ I inwardly cried tears of blood. ‘What! That is—!’
    

    
      While I was screaming out on the inside and looking up into the sky, I suddenly saw some black dots in the sky blanketed by gloomy, low-hanging clouds.
    

    
      ‘Black Wyvern!’
    

    
      Surprisingly, dozens of wyverns, including Black Wyverns, were flying in formation towards the arena.
    

    
      “It’s the Black Wyverns!”
    

    
      “The Skyknights are here!”
    

    
      I wasn’t the only one who saw them. Completely drunk on the atmosphere and forgetting their pain entirely, everyone looked up into the sky and showed enraptured expressions.
    

    
      ‘So cool!’
    

    
      The battle formation here couldn’t even be compared to the flight of ten wyverns I had seen at Chadour Marquisdom. At the front flew a triangle formation of dozens of Black Wyverns, and behind them were at least a hundred wyverns flapping their huge wings.
    

    
      And then, as if the gods were sending down their blessings, an iridescent ray of light shone between the clouds.
    

    
      ‘Amazing!’
    

    
      The enormous wyverns had a total wingspan of at least 15 meters. Such huge creatures filled the sky.
    

    
      “WOOOOOOOOOOO!!”
    

    
      “Long live Bajran Empire!!”
    

    
      “Long live His Imperial Majesty!”
    

    
      Cheers roared out around me. It was like watching a professional music video.
    

    
      	
        
          Director: Bajran Empire Emperor.
        

      

      	
        
          Lead Role: Emperor, Skyknights, Knight Academy cadets.
        

      

      	
        
          Supporting Role: Imperial Knights and Soldiers, miscellaneous nobles.
        

      

      	
        
          Title: ‘Beautiful Flight of Skyknights above a Blossoming Sea of Red.’
        

      

    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      ‘So all 1st years have to do general studies, huh.’
    

    
      All Skyknight cadets, whether they were knights, mages, or summoners, had to take general studies for a year. They were the elites who would stand at the front of the battlefield and devise military strategies. The cadets needed to know all about magic, spirit, and knight fighting methods.
    

    
      ‘That means battles in the sky are also the same, right?’
    

    
      As the freshmen came in, I learned important information one by one. Even in the sky, the lead was entrusted to Skyknights, and behind them served mages or summoners in auxiliary roles.
    

    
      “Nice to meet you. I am Viscount Bane, 6th Circle mage of the Imperial Magic Tower and your magic instructor from now on.”
    

    
      Viscount Bane was a skinny mage with a small stature in his early 50s. He climbed the stairs leading to the desk at the center of the semicircle lecture room, which looked like it was ripped straight out of a European college. Then, after a dry introduction, he began the lesson.
    

    
      “Students, what do you think magic is?” began Viscount Bane. “I know there are many knights out there who bear animosity towards mages. While they, the knights, are fighting to the death and shedding blood at the front, mages are the cowards casting magic from a safe distance at the back.”
    

    
      As he spoke, Viscount Bane smiled. “Since it’s your first day, I will let you personally feel what magic is with your body.”
    

    
      ‘Is he trying to scare us right now?’ This sly mage was definitely up to something wicked.
    

    
      “Have a taste. Of magic’s true power...” Trailing off, Bane fiercely raised a mana staff the thickness of a child’s forearm. “Paralyzing Curse!”
    

    
      ‘Woaah!’
    

    
      Suddenly, Viscount Bane cast one of the 6th Circle status ailment spells, Paralyzing Curse. The blue light of powerful mana burst out, freezing everyone in the room like stone statues. Paralyzing Curse petrified everything in your field of view. The defenseless students were all turned into blocks of stone.
    

    
      ‘I-it’s strong!’
    

    
      It was my first time being on the receiving end of 6th Circle magic. 50 students who were capable of manipulating mana were frozen in place, as if caught in a spider’s web. No matter how off-guard we were caught, no one expected it to be this severe.
    

    
      ‘However... he’s arrogant.’
    

    
      The spell was cast by controlling the mana in the atmosphere, not the mage’s personal mana.
    

    
      The mana I had separated in my body responded to the sudden attack.
    

    
      ‘I can break it.’
    

    
      With that, I knew: I could break free from an arrogant 6th Circle mage’s spell with my own power.
    

    
      “Cancel!”
    

    
      “Haaahh!”
    

    
      “Gasp, gasp!”
    

    
      “Urgh...”
    

    
      Whether he wanted to get the drop on us, or warn the knights who looked down on mages, Bane had given us all a taste of 6th Circle magic. As soon as he released the spell, the students who had been unable to breathe escaped from the suffocating pressure and drew in deep, gasping breaths.
    

    
      “How does it feel, the profound taste of magic?”
    

    
      ‘You gotta be kidding me. Would YOU like it?’ I thought to myself.
    

    
      “Young lads, did you ever once think that magic like this could seek to end your life? You may never encounter such a situation in the future, but do you think that you could survive if magic like this were to be randomly cast on you in a war devoid of reasons or conditions?”
    

    
      Freed from the spell, dark shadows filled the expressions of the knight cadets.
    

    
      “This is why you must know! Even if you cannot cast it yourself, if you know the characteristics of each spell, you will earn a way to live for you and the soldiers deployed under your leadership!”
    

    
      ‘What a sure method of teaching.’ The education wasn’t all about theory, but practical use. Having been burned by magic here, the cadets would surely pay full attention to magic class in the future. ‘They’re teaching properly.’
    

    
      “Let’s end today with this. Students, magic is not merely dry academia. Devote yourself to my classes with that in mind.”
    

    
      ‘Wow! He’s actually pretty cool.’
    

    
      Contrary to my first impression, Viscount Bane was cooler than I thought. I even wanted to go up to him sometime and ask him for tips on how to ascend to the 6th Circle.
    

    
      “Phew!”
    

    
      “So the rumors really are true about ‘Cold-Hearted Magewhiz Bane.’”
    

    
      “I heard there are some people among the seniors who voluntarily dropped after taking Sir Bane’s lessons?”
    

    
      “He apparently torments his students with all sorts of spells day after day... I’m worried for the future.”
    

    
      After Sir Bane left, the students gathered and began to worry about our new teacher’s unscrupulousness.
    

    
      “Elder Brother, that person, is scary.”
    

    
      ‘Hyneth, what exactly is your identity?’
    

    
      The Hyneth I saw at the entrance ceremony had stood stiff as a blade with her sword raised, but it was as if that Hyneth was an illusion. She had transformed back to the smiling, innocent girl who loved flowers.
    

    
      “He wouldn’t go as far as to kill us though, right?”
    

    
      “But still...”
    

    
      Hyneth seemed a bit downhearted from Sir Bane’s warning. Just seeing her eyes wide with worry activated my protection instinct.
    

    
      “What’s up? We should go to the next class,” said Russell as he came up to us.
    

    
      “Elder Brother, this person is...?” asked Hyneth.
    

    
      “You don’t know each other? Say hello. This is my friend and roommate, Summoner Russell, and this cute lady is--”
    

    
      “I am called Hyneth de Petrin.”
    

    
      Before I could finish introducing her, Hyneth lowered her head gracefully and gave out her name. Her denseness to social cues had probably earned her a lot of snark before.
    

    
      “P-Petrin? Is, is it Count Petrin?”
    

    
      “Yes. I am the only daughter of Count Petrin, Hyneth.”
    

    
      “Cough!” Speechless, Russell’s face went pale.
    

    
      ‘What’s wrong with his expression? It’s like he’s constipated.’
    

    
      “K-Kyre, I’m going ahead so you come at your own pace.”
    

    
      “Hey! Let’s go together!”
    

    
      Looking as if he had seen a virgin ghost with her tongue bitten off at a cemetery, Russell scrambled to run away.
    

    
      “Looks like he has something urgent to do.” As if used to this treatment, Hyneth didn’t take Russell’s actions to heart.
    

    
      It was true that within the academy, all cadets should be treated equally without attention to rank or status, but even so, it wasn’t right to offend a lady from a Count family. At least, according to the common sense I knew.
    

    
      “Elder Brother, let’s go.”
    

    
      “Hm? O-okay.”
    

    
      From the first moment I saw her, Hyneth was a girl of many mysteries. In my eyes, she was a young girl who loved poems and sang about flowers, but everyone else would raise their guard just hearing the word ‘Petrin’.
    

    
      ‘Is he maybe... a vicious loan shark?’
    

    
      It made me think the Count was some kind of lawful predatory lender who sucked the poor people’s blood dry. Hyneth was one thing, but since I didn’t know her father, I could only have my doubts.
    

    
      No, it really was possible. At the entrance exam, the marquises and the nobles under them had looked at Hyneth with such horror and shock. Father Petrin could only be a loan shark.
    

    
      ‘As long as you didn’t borrow any money, why discriminate on a perfectly fine person! That’s not a good thing to do.’
    

    
      If Hyneth’s family were loan sharks, what did it matter? Where else would you find such a cute and lovely girl in this world?
    

    
      “Hyneth is so glad that she met Elder Brother.”
    

    
      Framed by her petite, round face and evenly parted hair, Hyneth’s perfectly clear, large brown eyes met mine.
    

    
      ‘I will protect you!’
    

    
      “Of course, this older bro also thinks that meeting you, Hyneth, was a blessing.”
    

    
      I silently vowed to myself. If I didn’t protect this delicate, fragile girl, then I wasn’t a man, but a eunuch with just his stick but no balls.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I am Viscount Atuan, the teacher in charge of swordplay from today onwards.”
    

    
      ‘Woah! He’s really big!’
    

    
      Viscount Atuan boasted a stature of over 2 meters, which dwarfed the magic instructor, Viscount Bane. Atuan was cleanly shaved, but half of his face was marked by black pores. The huge bastard sword at his hip let everyone know that he was a knight who valued strength.
    

    
      “I won’t say much. The sword is a world of victory where words do not matter anyway. Since you were all skilled enough to be admitted to the Imperial Family’s Knight Academy, I’m sure you have learned your families’ sword arts. I will thoroughly grow your skills with practical experience.”
    

    
      ‘Practical experience here as well?’
    

    
      I could now see why the Bajran Empire was able to dominate the continent. As long as you had the ability, unless you were a slave, anyone could take the knight exam. Of course, there would still be a gap between a commoner and a noble who had received systematic education since childhood or someone from a knight family, but it was true that sometimes, an outstanding talent could appear out of nowhere.
    

    
      The empire’s system naturally promoted commoners like that into their elite ranks. It was really praiseworthy.
    

    
      “There are practice swords over there, so everyone go and get a weapon! Then, choose your opponent! Today, that person is your enemy! Just like your seniors did before you!”
    

    
      ‘Ha–hardcore!’ There weren’t just knights here, but also mages and summoners, but Atuan was instructing us to grab swords and fight nonetheless.
    

    
      “Only, mages should pair with mages, summoners with summoners, knights with knights!” bellowed Atuan belatedly, showing he wasn’t overly musclebrained.
    

    
      “Instructor, is it okay if our opponent is a woman?” someone asked.
    

    
      “The moment you hold a sword, everyone is your enemy. If you take it easy on someone because they are a woman, I will give you special education!”
    

    
      He had a black-and-white personality and was the epitome of a typical musclehead. Simple-minded, ignorant, aggressive, crazy-- these words could describe Viscount Atuan perfectly.
    

    
      ‘But what are those guys doing?’
    

    
      There were around ten people who had formed a clique from the very beginning. Among them, most of them were bootlickers to the blue-haired guy who looked fairly arrogant.
    

    
      ‘Hm? They were talking about me?’
    

    
      In that group was the third-rate villain, Alfonso. He was whispering something to the blue-haired guy, all while pointing fingers at me.
    

    
      “My Lady, I would like to request a spar with you.” While I was frowning at the Alfonso group, Hyneth received a sparring request.
    

    
      “W-with me?” Hyneth responded with a trembling voice, like a cute spotted deer.
    

    
      “The instructor said so, didn’t he? Women should not be given special treatment.”
    

    
      ‘And you call yourself a man? Sigh.’ Knowing Hyneth was a sword-wielding knight, this guy asked for a spar. He was one of the goonies in the same bunch as Alfonso. ‘You, I’ll remember you.’
    

    
      They had all been whispering to themselves like cowards over there, so they were definitely up to something wicked.
    

    
      “Your name is Kyre?” The moment I was about to address the cowardly guy who was asking for a spar with Hyneth, a man with a robust physique came up to me.
    

    
      ‘This guy is...’ He looked like the strongest one of the bunch. ‘They planned this out.’
    

    
      Just because Hyneth was with me, they brainlessly asked her for a spar while sending another guy to fight me.
    

    
      “Did you think a commoner like you would suit the Knight Academy? Huhu.” At my silence, the guy sneered. We had similar heights, and his angular face exuded an air of coldness.
    

    
      “So what?”
    

    
      Towards this guy who was clearly trying to provoke me, I simply smiled and threw off his words with a retort.
    

    
      “Seems you’re as arrogant as I heard. Kuku. I will help you remember what kind of existence a noble is today.”
    

    
      ‘Oho, is that so. You, you’re screwed today.’
    

    
      This was something my father said to me when I went into elementary school: the world of the young was a perilous jungle. He taught me that I should beat the people coming at me every time we went up a grade until they bled from their noses. And in accordance with my father’s instruction, from the 6th year of elementary to the 3rd year of middle school, I let the guys who always provoked me in the beginning of the year have a hot taste of my fist.
    

    
      “I accept your request.” While I was distracted for a moment with my own opponent, Hyneth lowered her head and accepted the match.
    

    
      ‘Do your best to endure a bit,’ I thought to Hyneth. It was ridiculous that a man would shamelessly ask a girl, particularly this fragile one who looked as if she would go flying with a single hit, for a spar.
    

    
      “Any last words?”
    

    
      “Last words? Puhahaha! You’re not just arrogant, but crazy. To dare to bring up last words in front of me, the next Lord of the invincible knight family of Count Termon...”
    

    
      Trailing off, the guy glared at me with eyes like a wildcat.
    

    
      ‘Haah, looks like they’ve even got healers on watch.’ 
    

    
      During the entrance ceremony, the cadets had made blood vows with the emperor. As soon as the ceremony ended, potions were distributed, completely treating everyone’s wounds. Even during classes, two priests were on standby. The empire really put their all into this top-grade education.
    

    
      ‘Lucky him.’
    

    
      I walked over and grabbed a wooden longsword made out of a special material. Despite being made of wood, its weight and feel were similar to that of a metal sword.
    

    
      “Hyap!” The sounds of running and grunts began to ring out in the training hall. “Hah!”
    

    
      The Skyknight cadets who had chosen their sparring partners exchanged blows.
    

    
      ‘Ara? Are those guys dancing?’ I thought. The physically unfit mages and summoners who didn’t major in swordplay were clumsily holding their heavy wooden swords and waving them around like little children.
    

    
      “You attack first. Once I raise my sword, you won’t have any chance to attack anymore,” sneered the next Count of the Termons.
    

    
      He wasn’t just unlucky, but terribly arrogant as well.
    

    
      “You’ll regret it though...” I warned while grasping the sword hilt.
    

    
      “Regret? Puhaha! If you manage to take me down, I will call you elder brother from tomorrow onwards.”
    

    
      ‘Oh, am I going to be an elder brother to a count now?’ This guy made a truly bad decision. ‘Watch carefully, you rotten bastards.’
    

    
      The Alfonso group had paired off amongst themselves and were half-heartedly exchanging blows while staring at us.
    

    
      I lightly swung the sword around, causing a sharp whoosh to ring out.
    

    
      "....."'
    

    
      Hearing the cry of the wooden sword as it cut the air, Lord Termon’s goons suddenly showed expressions of surprise.
    

    
      “Hah!”
    

    
      I let out a short grunt before kicking off and swinging my sword like a lightning bolt at my opponent’s head.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang! Claaaaaang!
      
    

    
      Though it was only a wooden sword, the knight cadets’ swords were as heavy as steel. One cadet’s sword attacked another cadet’s head with a movement so fast that you could barely see it.
    

    
      “W-what!”
    

    
      “Damn!”
    

    
      They were sparring, but because they weren’t truly enemies, the Skyknight cadets were only exchanging light blows. The sudden sound of clashing steel in the training hall made them involuntarily pause.
    

    
      Then, upon seeing the spectacle before them, everyone gasped. A black-haired cadet was swinging his sword with lightning speed. His opponent was a cadet who was desperately blocking the overhead blow with both hands. The attack had come so sudden and fast that the cadet was forced to defend with no chance to attack, and his face had already become an ugly shade of black. Actually, upon closer inspection, the defending cadet’s palms were bleeding from the sheer force of the blow.
    

    
      “Gulp...”
    

    
      Someone audibly gulped. It was only the first day of sparring, and there was already such an exceptional attack. Even though Viscount Atuan had ordered them to spar, most of the students were from noble families with ties to each other in the empire. No one could throw themselves into such a serious attack like that.
    

    
      “It ends here!!” shouted the black-haired cadet after practicing his overhead blow.
    

    
      “Uwaahhh!” A cry burst out from the defending cadet’s lips as he closed his eyes tight and put all his strength into his arms in preparation for the last blow.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “KYAAAAAKKKKKKKKKKKKKKK!”
    

    
      But the moment he closed his eyes, the black-haired cadet didn’t swing down and instead gave his opponent’s important man bits a powerful kick.
    

    
      Accompanied by a cry that was so loud that it would surely be heard outside the training hall, the black-haired cadet’s lips drew into an evil smile.
    

    
      “Urgh...”
    

    
      In that moment, every cadet there engraved this into their heads: you should never spar with this evil guy with the black hair.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Uwaaaaaahhhhhh!”
    

    
      But that wasn’t all. Everyone in the training hall turned their heads to yet another scream.
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      “Holy!”
    

    
      Their shocked gazes were greeted with yet another cry.
    

    
      “Stand up! A knight shouldn’t let go of their sword until the moment they die!”
    

    
      A girl was standing there.
    

    
      She was wearing the black cloak that represented a Skyknight, but the girl looked absolutely kind and pure. Such a girl was brutally swinging her sword and mercilessly beating the man who was her sparring partner.
    

    
      “It, it’s the daughter of Battlemaniac Count Petrin!”
    

    
      “Uwahh! That Hyneth from the Petrin Family?!”
    

    
      As soon as someone said ‘Battlemaniac Count Petrin,’ the cadets were scared shitless.
    

    
      The Battlemaniac Petrin Family were vassals from the foundation period of the empire, and even now, they were terrifying legends about their battle mania. It was said that anyone who received the bloodline of the Petrin Family would return to their battle maniac roots even if they became insomniacs one day.
    

    
      Their women may normally be extraordinarily gentle ladies, but the moment they grasped a sword, they were transformed into warriors who knew no fear.
    

    
      Everyone knew about the Petrin Family’s terrifying family motto.
    

    
      ‘Just Beat Him Up’—a short, but powerful motto. 
    

    
      There was a famous story from fifty years ago, when Bajran was at war with the Laviter Empire. When Bajran’s loss was becoming clear in one of the battles due to a mistaken strategy, the previous head of the Petrin Family appeared as reinforcements and targeted the Laviter Empire’s general just because the general was rumored to have cursed the Petrins.  The previous Count Petrin took his wyvern and attacked the general like a madman. Even though he was outnumbered by dozens of enemy wyverns, Count Petrin came attacking with his eyes rolled back, scaring the enemy commander out of his wits and causing him to flee. He was pursued unerringly by the Count over the country border, and thanks to that, the Bajran Empire was able to overturn their crushing defeat and come out alive.
    

    
      That wasn’t the only story out there; in every situation, whenever you came into contact with the Petrin Family, even a peaceful death would be denied you. This legendarily obstinate battle maniac Petrin Count family caused people in all of Bajran, no, all of Kallian Continent, to shake their heads.
    

    
      And they always allowed just one move from the opponent, even if that opponent was the emperor himself.
    

    
      “Next time, I will spar with you again! No, every time I see you, I will fight you!”
    

    
      Hyneth was a pure-blooded Petrin descendant. The poor cadet who was her opponent was singled out by her, and the moment he heard she was from the Petrin Family, bubbles foamed from his mouth and he fainted.
    

    
      “Shit!” As if her anger hadn’t fully abated yet, Hyneth spat while grasping the wooden sword with both hands. “The hell are you looking at!”
    

    
      With huge eyes that didn’t suit her combative aura, she cursed at every cadet who met her eyes. The Skyknight cadets who were said to be the top in the empire quickly turned away their gazes, afraid they would be targeted by the mad dog of the Petrin Count Family whose history ran red with blood.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “W-what the FUCK?”
    

    
      My happiness at my victory was short-lived. The clear and obvious evidence before my eyes made my jaw drop.
    

    
      ‘NO! NOOOO~!!’
    

    
      And inside my heart, I began to scream like crazy. How could my impossibly cute and adorable Hyneth be exuding an aura like some kind of vulgar female gangster from the movies?!  
    

    
      The warlike energy coming from her huge doe-like eyes was definitely a necessary skill for a gangster. My happy dream of gaining a pretty little sister flew far, far away. Even with one glance, you could tell that Hyneth was more of a musclehead than our instructor, Viscount Atuan.
    

    
      I looked into the sky.
    

    
      ‘Oh Lord Almighty...’
    

    
      I could only be disappointed at the god who had given me such a difficult trial.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 25: Summoner Dreams
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘I’m gonna go nuts.’ Before I knew it, rumors had spread all over the school, causing students to turn on their heels and run away at the mere sight of Hyneth. ‘To be a loser here...’
    

    
      This kind of collective exclusion was a first for me, even considering my life in Korea.
    

    
      “Che, I didn’t even do anything wrong,” grumbled Russell while walking next to me.
    

    
      “Hoho, elder brothers, this small guy is the red kylie flower; it blooms in the spring and releases its fragrance until summer.” The cause of the bullying, Hyneth, got excited all by herself while looking at the campus plants.
    

    
      ‘How can such a scary strength come from such a fragile body? Did her ancestor drink ogre blood?’
    

    
      Old people in Korea would hurry to slurp up the blood of not just deer, but all sorts of animals, as long as it was good for your body. I wondered what kind of hereditary information was being spread through the blood of the Petrins.
    

    
      “Russell, how did you summon a spirit?”
    

    
      I heard that commoners who lived in rural areas had higher spiritual affinity than nobles. Because one needed spiritual affinity, mana, and a summoner’s help on top of that, a commoner becoming a summoner was as difficult as an orc eating garlic for a hundred days and evolving into an ogre.
    

    
      “My father was a summoner.”
    

    
      ‘Hm? He was? But he’s a commoner?’
    

    
      In some ways, summoners received more respect than mages. If you managed to summon an intermediate spirit, you would receive at least 4th Circle mage treatment. But despite being a commoner, Russell’s father was a summoner.
    

    
      ‘It’s fishy. This guy has been hiding something from the start.’
    

    
      He had introduced himself as a commoner, but Russell’s every action was filled with grace. I would believe it even if you said he was a noble.
    

    
      “Wow! As expected of the ‘Forest of Spirits,’ it really feels like we’re inside a big forest.”
    

    
      I wanted to ask Russell something else, but we had already arrived at the Forest of Spirits on the palace grounds. This was where summoners received their education and spirit-related classes were held.
    

    
      ‘There are just about 20 summoners in the Imperial Family. They have a High Summoner of wind and a High Summoner of earth, right?’
    

    
      Spirits were divided into 5 different classes: Spirit King at the pinnacle and then arch, high, intermediate, and lower grade spirits. A summoner’s greatest goal was usually to summon a high spirit. Archspirits and Spirit Kings did exist, but historically, the number of people who had summoned an archspirit could be counted on one hand, and no one had managed to summon a Spirit King. Summoning an archspirit would grant you treatment equal to a 7th Circle Archmage.
    

    
      For Skyknight aerial battles, ranged offense was provided by a magic spear called the Blessed Spear, which I had personally experienced, as well as magic from mages and spirits from summoners. Today, we would be learning about the spirit side. 
    

    
      Unfortunately, some scum were already waiting ahead of us in the class location.
    

    
      ‘They sure crawled out here early,’ I thought, looking at the no-good bunch. ‘So that guy is the next duke of Fasain?’
    

    
      The leader of the group was a haughty-looking man in his early 20s with blue hair. Perhaps because he was going to be the next head of a ducal family with a high position of power in the empire, the others were wagging their tails around him like dogs.
    

    
      ‘He really reminds me of Hwang Sung-taek.’ The next Duke of Fasain, Tedran Fasain, gave me the same feeling as Hwang Sung-taek, the ‘Crown Prince’ of the Ohsung Group back in Korea.
    

    
      Our eyes met.
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      After our eyes met, a greasy smile came to his lips and he walked towards me, accompanied by five other cadets, including the guy whose balls I had cracked, Jusaine Termon, and Alfonso.
    

    
      “Your name is Kyre?”
    

    
      ‘Why do you think you can be so casual with me?’ I didn’t even give him permission, but he was already being so informal.
    

    
      “And your name is Tedran?” I responded in the same manner.
    

    
      “You! Who do you think this is!”
    

    
      “You bastard! How dare you speak so carelessly! Wretched commoner!”
    

    
      At my bravado, Tedran’s dogs went red-faced and blurted retorts. Their words went through one ear and out the other. 
    

    
      “Puhahaha! Good! A man should have this much spirit.” Instead of getting mad, Tedran let out a hearty laugh.
    

    
      ‘He’s different from them.’ He was on a different level from the other petty nobles.
    

    
      “Come under me. I will make you into a Skyknight who flies under the ducal banner rather than a Skyknight of the empire with no other affiliation.”
    

    
      “Gasp!” As if he was granting some huge benevolence, Tedran’s words brought surprised expressions to his goons’ faces.
    

    
      “D-do you really mean it?” I asked with a polite expression.
    

    
      “Of course! I am the next Duke of Fasain—”
    

    
      “—Is that what you thought I would say?”
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      Tedran, who had been about to toot his own horn with a satisfied smile, instantly turned dark with displeasure.
    

    
      “You don’t even look that old, so don’t try to act the elder. What’s with a young guy pretending to be so high and mighty? Che!” I made a threatening movement with my fist, making all the goonies flinch. For good measure, I threw out a combative warning that a mercenary might use. “Watch yourself. If you make light of me one more time, you could be buried under the training arena.”
    

    
      “Hoho! My elder brother is so cool,” cheered Hyneth, who was just as fearless as me.
    

    
      “Y-you dare!” Tedran wasn’t even a duke yet, but was hasty to play with power. At what was possibly the first insult he had received in his life, his face flushed red.
    

    
      “Problem? Then I’ll see you tomorrow during sparring~”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Others might be afraid of an empire’s duke, but not me. The world was wide and there were more than enough places that would welcome someone with skills like mine.
    

    
      Instead of responding, Tedran audibly ground his teeth.
    

    
      “The weather sure is great~”
    

    
      Putting his beastlike gaze behind me, I cheerfully swung my arms as I strolled into the forest. If he provoked me again next time, I would bury him three feet under.
      

      

    

    
      “You must watch out for the attacks of spirits, particularly spirits of wind, when you are aloft. Although the airplates equipped by Skyknights can block magic up to the 4th Circle, it cannot block a spirit’s physical force from a flanking attack or an ambush from the back.”
    

    
      In the Forest of Spirits, our class on spirits was well underway, led by Count Capuin, a High Summoner capable of bringing forth the high wind spirit, Djinn. Looking to be in his mid fifties, unlike the other instructors so far, the count gave off an impression of a friendly neighborhood mister. His explanation was precise and warmhearted.
    

    
      “In particular, if there is a High Summoner on the enemy side, offensive maneuvers will be impossible. The fact that spirits of the same element cannot defy a higher level being is a special characteristic of spirits.”
    

    
      ‘Hoh, then if I can become a High Summoner, I’ll be nigh unstoppable.’
    

    
      There was only a single Arch Summoner on the whole continent. He was apparently a duke in some kingdom.
    

    
      “As you know, students, there are two High Summoners in the empire. But only one of them is a Skyknight, and that’s me. And in the Laviter Empire, our Bajran’s greatest enemy, there are also two High Summoners.”
    

    
      As soon as the Laviter Empire was mentioned, Russell’s body began to tremble next to me.
    

    
      “They are Count Lainke, and Count Midion, who suddenly perished ten years ago. If Count Midion were still alive, we would have taken greater losses in the battle with the Laviter Empire.”
    

    
      Russell clenched his fist.
    

    
      ‘Why is he so worked up?’ The instructor’s words had a visible effect on Russell.
    

    
      “Count Midion was, in particular, a successor of the wind more formidable than myself. If he hadn’t died, there would surely have become another Arch Summoner in this continent.”
    

    
      ‘Really?’
    

    
      At the mention of Count Midion, Russell had closed his eyes. I could sense there was an indescribable story behind Russell’s stiff face.
    

    
      ‘Could it be?’ Could Russell be connected to Midion, who had been a summoner of wind? ‘Naw, no way...’
    

    
      As I watched, Russell regained his composure and returned to normal. I couldn’t be sure, but I pushed the thought to the back of my mind. Why would he be here trying to become a Skyknight in Bajran instead of being in the empire where he was born? And he would have been a count’s kid at that.
    

    
      “I heard there are summoners of wind among the new students this year. Come forward!”
    

    
      Clearly wanting to show us something, Count Capuin called out the summoners.
    

    
      Three cadets, including Russell, stepped forward.
    

    
      “Three of you, huh... I heard we had an outstanding batch this year, and it seems to be true.”
    

    
      The count seemed happy at seeing three young summoners. His reaction was proof that summoners were a rare breed.
    

    
      “Since you’re Skyknight cadets, you must all be Intermediate Summoners. Students, summon your spirits, the ones you have contracted to,” said the count with a calm smile. “Summon Shuriel!”
    

    
      “My friend!”
    

    
      “Your contractor commands thee! Summon Shuriel!”
    

    
      Three different voices summoned their spirits.
    

    
      ‘Wow!’ As the summoners cried out, three intermediate wind Shuriel appeared 10 meters above their heads. ‘So these guys can even topple over a decently-sized boat.’
    

    
      Each Shuriel was about as big as an eagle. They were capable of physical force that belied their small size.
    

    
      “Hahaha! Your affinity is impressive. You are all still young, but your mana is pretty sturdy, too.”
    

    
      The mana supplied by the summoners to their spirits was as small as a rat’s tail. However, that was enough for summoners, who drew mana from their upper danjeons and had better mana efficiency than mages.
    

    
      ‘Spirits can only move as far as the summoner can extend their mana.’ That applied to Sylphs, which were useful to normal soldiers, as well as the more efficient intermediate spirits, which could be compared to Blade Knights and mages. The summoner’s mana determined the spirit’s abilities. ‘I also want one.’
    

    
      Once the term began, we were so busy that I hadn’t yet been able to bring up a summoning with Russell. I wanted to ask him tonight, at least, and get one for myself.
    

    
      “Like I said before, spirits are bound by their elemental hierarchy. Just like how a lion dominates other animals in the animal world, so too reigns a hierarchy in the spirit world. See for yourself.”
    

    
      ‘A high spirit!’
    

    
      Count Capuin could only be thinking of one thing. He wanted to summon the high spirit of wind, Djinn.
    

    
      “Djinn, my friend~! Show yourself to me!”
    

    
      As spirits went up in grade, their consciousness itself would also develop. According to what I read in a book in the Imperial Library, a high spirit possessed intelligence greater than a human’s.
    

    
      
        Woooooooooshhhh!
      
    

    
      As Count Capuin’s words fell, a terrifyingly powerful wind began to blow in the Forest of Spirits. The cloak on my shoulders whipped around as if it were going to fly away.
    

    
      “Ah...!”
    

    
      “Djinn!”
    

    
      And then, a huge, transparent human made out of wind appeared before us.
    

    
      ‘The Genie from the Lamp!’
    

    
      The Genie from the Lamp in the Arabian Nights was also called ‘Djinn.’ Through some strange coincidence, I was able to see the genie from shows here on Kallian.
    

    
      ‘His pecs are killer!’
    

    
      The image of the transparent spirit swayed in the air like rippling water. The high spirit of wind, Djinn, was five times as big as a person and boasted bulging muscles made of wind that looked just like a bodybuilder’s.
    

    
      “Students, command your summoned spirits to attack,” said Count Capuin with an air of utter confidence.
    

    
      “Shuriel! Attack!”
    

    
      “My friend! Attack!”
    

    
      Anticipating Count Capuin’s command with dread, the summoners tremblingly told their spirits to attack. They were also summoners just like Count Capuin, but it was as if they were seeing a high spirit for the first time in their lives.
    

    
      However, the Shuriels, who should have attacked with lightning speed, simply screamed in the air like chickens in front of a hawk.
    

    
      “Ah!” Cries fell from the summoners’ lips.
    

    
      “Did you see, students? When you become Skyknights in the future, you must remember that when the opponent has a High Summoner, you should only attack very carefully with mages and knights. Be sure to remember that the difference between a high spirit and a lower spirit is like a Blade Knight and a normal soldier. Djinn, I ask you to force the spirits’ return.”
    

    
      Count Capuin spoke as if he was asking a friend for a favor rather than giving a command.
    

    
      Whooooosh! In that moment, a small whirlwind blew forth from the Djinn.
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      “Gah!”
    

    
      Their summoned spirits forcibly returned, the cadets sank to the ground with cries of pain.
    

    
      “It was a forced return without bloodthirst, so your spirits haven’t been harmed. However, if you are to meet with an enemy of a higher level, do not bring forth your precious spirits.”
    

    
      The count taught us one thing after another with sincerity and care. His eyes held deep affection as he gazed at the young summoners.
    

    
      “If there is anything you are curious about regarding spirits, come find me at any time. Then, let’s end the class here. I pray that the blessing of the gods will guide the bright future ahead of you...”
    

    
      Despite occupying the title of a count, the exceptional Count Capuin lowered his head to pray for us. He lacked nothing as a teacher.
    

    
      ‘I’ve decided! I will ask him to help me with the summoning!’
    

    
      The most important thing in a summoning was a summoner’s help. I was a little hesitant about asking Russell to help me, but with Count Capuin, I could rest assured.
    

    
      ‘You’re called Djinn, right? Huhu, just wait for me.’
    

    
      The rippling high spirit of wind, Djinn, looked down on the puny humans below.
    

    
      I met eyes with the ripped Djinn, and a slight smile formed on my lips for a moment.
    

    
      ‘Uhahahaha! You’re mine, Djinn!’
    

    
      There was a saying like this: the bigger your chest muscles, the smaller your brain!
    

    
      

    

  
    
      Chapter 26: Sylphiria
    

    
      

    

    
      Bam!
    

    “KYAAAAAAAAKK!”

    ‘Such theatrics~!’ I thought, still feeling the recoil of the wooden sword from hitting bone.

    “C-Call the priest! His arm is broken!”

    Using sparring as a cover, I delivered a one-sided moral re-education to those half-assed brats who thought they were the rulers of the world just because they were born with silver spoons. Two or three of them would be granted my mighty teachings every week.

    Today, I silently raised my sword and “taught” Tedran, who was cowering in fear. The sound of him gulping came loud and clear into my ears.

    
      Bam! Bam! Bam!
    

    “UWAHHHH! P-please spare me!!”

    “HOHOHO! Where are you going! You’re mine!”

    The poor sop who had been singled out by Hyneth on the first day was beaten half an inch from death again today and was desperately kowtowing into the ground.

    “Let’s end the sparring today with this. Those of you who need treatment, go receive it from the priests.”

    Because of his own words, the muscleheaded Viscount Atuan was forced to hold the daily sparring sessions. He looked at me with a flummoxed expression, and I nodded to him slightly with thoughts of gratitude, if you could call it that.

    ‘Ah, I’m all refreshed!’

    Hyneth and I would let loose a flurry of beatings every sparring session. Rumors had already spread uncontrollably throughout the academy, so I knew that Hyneth and I were seen as fellow rabid dogs.

    But who cared? I was a free spirit who feared no one in this world.

    ‘I’m going to do it today.’

    When all our formal studies were over, we had free time. It was time to go talk to High Summoner Capuin.

    “Elder Brother, where are you going?”

    Having put down the wooden sword, Hyneth had at some point returned to a pure manga protagonist character. I made an awkward smile in response to this extremely two-faced young girl.

    “J-just going to study a bit.”

    “Ehh, Elder Brother just studies all day,” pouted Hyneth adorably.

    ‘Argh, why does your cute body give off the same scent as the King of Martial Arts, Bruce Lee!’

    As soon as she held a sword, Hyneth’s eyes would lose all reason. I looked at her huge, blinking eyes and was once again enlightened of God’s impartiality. If a girl as cute as her were to have no faults whatsoever, there would be no shortage of guys going crazy for her.

    “Let’s go visit my house together sometime. My father said he was coming to our villa in the capital soon, so let’s go then.”

    “... Why?” 

    Thinking about the notoriety of Hyneth’s dad, the current Count Petrin who was a bona-fide battle maniac and a person who would never let go if they bore down on someone, my confidence shriveled up. I was someone who lived tenaciously, but it would definitely hurt if I were bitten by a crazy dog.

    “What do you mean, why~ Because you’re the one and only Elder Brother of me, Hyneth! Hoho. I even told my father about it already, so he should treat you well. You’ll come, right?”

    “Of course I will...”

    ‘I’ll die if I rub him the wrong way, right?’

    The count family of Petrins was unrivaled in the continent; if they targeted you, they would chase you down for three generations. The thought of meeting the count gave me a greater feeling of gravity than facing Tedran, the kid of a duke.

    “Hoho! Thank you, my beloved Elder Brother. I want to become someone you will never forget. Forever~”

    ‘Guh!’

    The word ‘beloved’ came floating into my ears. The coarsest little sister in the world, Hyneth, made a shy face.

    “Ha, haha! Okay, let’s always be this friendly in the future.”

    ‘Dammit, why do I already want to forget this moment. Argh.’

    How could I have known? How could I have known that Hyneth, a girl so cute that she could be the nation’s little sister, was actually a hulk sister hiding such wild rage within her blood?

    
      

      

    

    * * *

    
      

    

    “You want to know what a spirit feels like?”

    “Yes sir, Count Capuin.”

    “You’re in the Knight Class, aren’t you. But to have such interest in spirits...”

    Count Capuin had told us all to come find him if there was anything we wanted to know about spirits. When I went to the Spirit Tower and told him what I wanted, he looked at me with surprise.

    “I want to try summoning a spirit once,” I confessed honestly.

    “A spirit? Hahaha! You’re a funny guy. For a knight to want to summon a spirit! That’s the funniest joke I’ve ever heard in my life.”

    “Did you not say we could go find you if there was anything we wanted to know about spirits?”

    “I did. But most of that was directed to the summoners. It isn’t wholly applicable to normal knights or mages. You’ll be able to find out more than enough about the unique characteristics of spirit attacks through my classes.”

    ‘Jeez, it won’t even cost you any money, so why are you being so stingy.’

    I could feel something like a summoner’s pride from him. After all, summoners worked with their upper danjeon, which was based in the brain. It would be weird if they didn’t have a sense of pride, considering that their brains were sharper than the rest.

    “I heard that there is an array in the Spirit Tower where you can summon a spirit. Please allow me the opportunity to meet a spirit,” I said, refusing to give up.

    “Haah, young fellow. I know you are skilled enough to have been admitted to the Skyknight Academy, but everyone has their limits. But to insist like this...”

    ‘Let’s push a little further.’ Unlike the other instructors, Count Capuin was rather good-natured.

    “I was taught to be someone who dreams about the future. Please don’t tell me to give up before I have even tried.”

    “Hm, alright. If you say that much, then how can I refuse. However, you must pay the price for wasting my time.”

    ‘Hooray!’

    Count Capuin had also given me a warning, but I didn’t even hear it.

    A spirit. I was determined to grab it the moment I met one, no matter what I had to do.

    
      

    

    * * *

    
      

    

    “You want to aim for a contract with a wind spirit, yes?”

    “Of course. I want to become a summoner of wind who will be left in the annals of history, like you, Count Capuin.”

    “Haha! Empty words they may be, they do sound pleasing to the ear.”

    ‘Spirit array!’

    As expected of the Spirit Tower within the empire’s capital— in the basement floor of the tower was a spirit summoning circle about 5 meters in width. The complexity was comparable to a 4th Circle magic array.

    “I don’t know how much you know about spirit summoning, but the dimension of the Spirit Realm is more closely related to the Middle Realm, where we live, than the Mana or Celestial Dimensions. The air we breathe and the water we drink and use, fire, wind, and earth, are all infused with spirit power connected to spirits. As products of mother nature, humans are capable of manipulating that spirit power, but having an affinity that allows you to summon a spirit is a separate matter.” 

    The friendly Count Capuin was truly worlds apart from my prickly master, Bumdalf. He explained in detail the things I had learned in books.

    “Along with that affinity, one needs pure mana that can summon a spirit, as well as a summoning array. Of course, the help of a summoner like me is also a necessity.”

    “Thank you for your help.” In order to prevent him from backing out, I gave my thanks in advance.

    “As long as you aren’t greedy, there won’t be any side effects from the summoning array. Only the magic crystal and spirit crystal will be consumed. Even if you fail, they will be used to forcefully open a path to the Spirit Realm, so they cannot be used again.”

    “I knew that would be the case, so I brought the magic and spirit crystals that will be used for the summoning array today. As long as the count is willing to lend me a bit of their strength, there will be nothing to worry about.”

    “Hooh, looks like you’re well prepared.”

    I was proud to say I had never forgotten something at home during all those school years. I was even called ‘Mr. Preparation’ by the other kids.

    “Then, go stand on the spirit circle.”

    Seeing my firm determination and thorough preparations, Count Capuin led me to the summoning array.

    ‘Huhu. Wait for me, spirits!’

    “Manage your breathing and focus your mind. Once the summoning array activates, I will use the connection from summoning my spirit to send you to the Spirit Realm.”

    This was the reason why you needed a summoner’s help. The summoning array alone could not forcibly open the path to the Spirit Realm; it was only by going through the invisible connection formed when a spirit was summoned that one could travel to the other side.

    ‘Open, sesame!’

    My heart thumped wildly. Thanks to my master, I was able to do something others could never even dream of-- I could get a taste of the sword, magic, and spirits as a three-course menu. The thought that I could gain a new skill today made my heart beat faster and my head grow hot with excitement.

    “Even if the Spirit Realm is opened, if you lack the affinity and mana, you won’t be able to make a contract. If you are greedy like a fool, then you will never be able to return from the spirit world, so don’t even think about overdoing it.”

    Count Capuin gave me a final warning. I nodded in response.

    Then I heard the words I’d been waiting for. “Summon Sylph!” The faint traces of a Sylph appeared above my head. “Activate magic array!”

    Then, with a buzzing sound, the magic array was activated.

    ‘Woah!’

    So this is what it felt to have your soul sucked into a different dimension! A thin ray of light shone from a gap the size of a needle.

    It suddenly turned into a huge hole in front of me, and my body was drawn into it as if sucked by a straw.

    ‘Uwaaaahhh!’

    Count Capuin had lied when he said there would be absolutely no side effects as long as one wasn’t greedy. The feeling of my soul being sucked out was extremely painful. This spirit summoning array should have a warning on it forbidding pregnant people, the old and infirm, and young kids from experiencing it!

    As I traveled through the gate opened to the Spirit Realm, I was once again reminded of a fact.

    In this world, there was only one person I could trust. Me, myself, and I!

    
      

    

    ‘Woooooooow!’

    For the first time in my life, I experienced a world of stars.

    ‘It’s so pure! And clean!’

    Previously, I had only read vague descriptions of the spirit world. It was not extraordinarily different from the human world. However, the air was clean without even a single speck of dust and the sky was as blue as it could be. There was also clear water and extremely fresh, green plants and flowers.

    ‘G-gold! And those are gems!’

    In addition, I saw mountains of treasure acting as hills here and there. This world came very close to my idea of paradise.

    ‘Woah! T-there are fish in the sky?’

    A school of fish was swimming in the air. Several birds were playing in the water. This world overturned all laws of physics.

    
      - Will you contract with me?
    

    ‘Eh?’ A cute fairy the size of my fist approached me as I floated in the air as if using Fly magic. ‘It’s a Sylph!’

    I had seen an intermediate wind spirit, but not the small Sylph. Its characteristics were just as the books had described, and my jaw dropped at the sight of it.

    ‘It’s really cute!’

    This blue pixie that was as small as an adult’s fist wore a cute cone hat made of wind was seriously super adorable.

    “Alright, I’ll make my first contract with you.”

    
      - Thank you, my summoner.
    

    ‘Hm? It’s different from what they said in books?’

    Spirits tended to have rather high pride, so it was unusual for them to seek out a contract on their own initiative. I had also never heard of a spirit thanking the summoner for a contract. The Sylph was acting as if I were its owner.

    ‘Uhahahaha! This is great!’ Even in the spirit world, my potential was clearly recognized. ‘Let’s make a contract with them all while I’m here. Uhuhu.’

    Dozens of Sylphs had gathered around me. I didn’t think I was just imagining their eyes of envy as they stared at the Sylph I had contracted with.

    ‘Oh! Aren’t those Gnomes!’

    My eyes were then drawn to some Gnomes, lower earth spirits. They were flailing their short limbs on the smooth ground and playing in the dirt.

    With the force of my will, I naturally moved towards the Gnomes.

    
      - W-will you contract with me!
    

    Upon seeing me, a brown-skinned Gnome who looked like one of the dwarfs from Snow White stopped playing in the dirt and quickly asked me if I wanted to make a contract.

    “Of course, I will contract with you.”

    
      - Thank you, my summoner.
    

    ‘Oi! Who said it was hard to contract a spirit?!’ I was easily concluding contract after contract.

    
      - Blub blub blub~!
    

    ‘Wau! Those little ones are Undines!’

    My gaze flitted from spirit to spirit, busily looking at the spirits scattered in all directions. I urgently moved my body towards a group of spirits I saw.

    “Young ladies, what do you think? Will one of you contract with me?”

    I demonstrated a ‘ladies first’ mannerism and offered a contract to the Undines with blue bodies that were about the same size as 5 year-old kids.

    One of the Undines nodded in place of a response.

    ‘Score!’ Unexpectedly, I was able to secure contracts with three elements. ‘Next is the Salamander!’

    My body moved on its own in excitement to a place where flames flowed like water.

    
      

    

    * * *

    
      

    

    “Uhahahahahahahaha!”

    I considered publishing a book called ‘Spirit Summoning was Easier than Studying.’

    It was truly far easier than I had expected. After making contracts here and there, I reached a point where I had even concluded contracts with intermediate spirits.

    ‘Where are the high spirits?’

    I wanted to see high spirits, not just lower and intermediate ones. But high spirits were nowhere to be found even in this grand Spirit Realm.

    ‘If I can, I’d also like to see a Spirit King just once.’

    No human had ever laid eyes on a Spirit King before. The Earth Spirit King, Torowell, Fire Spirit King, Ifrit, the Wind Spirit King, Minerva, and the Water Spirit King, Elqueeness. Though I wanted to see one, there were only lower and intermediate spirits around.

    ‘Should I just go back for today?’

    For some reason, I couldn’t help but feel regret. I looked into all directions and licked my chops.

    Suddenly, a strand of cold wind blew over.

    ‘Hm?’ The moment the wisp of wind passed by me, the spirits playing around in my surroundings disappeared as if they were never there. ‘What is this energy?’

    I felt a powerful energy around me. My guard went up immediately. Because only my soul had come to the Spirit Realm, I didn’t even have a sword on me.

    ‘Does magic work here?’

    I quickly organized the spells I had memorized in case of danger.

    While I was doing so, a second burst of wind came towards me.

    “Woah!”

    And then, there she was, around 10 meters ahead of me.

    ‘K-Knight?’ Surprisingly enough, a knight wearing transparent silver armor was staring at me with cold eyes. ‘Why is there a knight in the Spirit Realm? And it’s a woman?’

    The sight in front of me could not be explained with what I knew of the Spirit Realm. I stared blankly at the female knight who had appeared.

    
      - Who are you?
    

    ‘Telepathy?’

    Her mouth didn’t open, but a clear voice rumbled into my ear like thunder. I thought it might be telepathy, which I had read about in martial arts novels.

    “I am a human,” I responded with my habitual snark.

    
      - Human? No. A human cannot possess such strong spiritual affinity and spirit mana. I ask you again. Who are you?
    

    I couldn’t see her face under the helmet, but her voice alone was clearer and purer than any sound I had heard from a woman before.

    ‘She’s like a character from a game.’

    Instead of answering, I looked at the woman knight’s armor. The silver armor inscribed with a shining, unknown script that wasn’t rune language. The light it emitted was shinier than mithril and nobler than gold; it was a truly incredible-looking armor. It looked like armor that would be worn by a boss character in a game.

    “May I ask who you are?” I suddenly asked.

    
      - I am one of the 12 Archspirit Guardian Knights of Minerva, Sylphiria.
    

    “Sylphiria?”

    ‘Huh? Wasn’t the archspirit of wind called Sylpheed?’

    The books definitely said the wind archspirit was called Sylpheed. But the spirit in front of me had called herself Sylphiria.

    ‘A spirit does not lie.’ I could only believe her. There was no way a pure spirit would lie. ‘Kya! Her figure is a masterpiece.’

    Under her silver armor, Sylphiria’s 175 cm tall body was very slim. My eyes were enlightened from just looking at the beautifully drawn curves of her armor, which was crafted from some mysterious metal.

    ‘Kang Hyuk... now you’re even like this to a spirit...’

    However, I could only shake my head inwardly at these thoughts. Getting called a pervert because of Russell was already enough. How could I possibly give my heart to a spirit, who wasn’t a human?

    ‘I wonder how her face looks?’

    But I couldn’t resist those intrusive thoughts. The silver hair that wisped out of her helmet really induced my curiosity.

    “This must be fate, so let us make a contract.”

    
      - Contract? With me?
    

    The higher a spirit’s grade, the greater their intelligence. Sylphiria showed surprise at my sudden words.

    “Have you recently contracted with a human?”

    
      - N-no.
    

    ‘Makes sense, there are only a few summoners who have contracted with archspirits until now.’

    “Are you not curious about the Middle Realm? A person, no, a spirit, cannot just live day after day on clear air alone. Be it the smell of food made by people, the sound of hubbub, the happy sound of beer going down the throat, or the roaring of violent fighting, the Middle Realm is squirming with life and will surely show you a dynamic spectacle. Kyaa, doesn’t the thought of it just make your heart race?”

    -.....

    ‘I should become a door-to-door salesman later.’

    After getting baited by my master, my hobby was now to bait others. I could tell with a single glance that this archspirit didn’t know the ways of the world. She became my number one target for today.

    “When will you have another opportunity? Another human with strong spiritual affinity and mana like me may never appear again. Well, it doesn’t matter if you wish to be buried in this Spirit Realm. How can a person, no, a spirit, who has never visited the Middle Realm say they have lived a satisfying life?”

    In terms of appearance, the archspirit of wind, Sylphiria, looked just like a person. As if troubled by my words, the light in her eyes shining from the helmet died down a bit.

    ‘Let’s finish up.’

    If I said this much and she still refused, then that was that. I still had the pride of a man and would not beg.

    “Will you contract with me, or will you refuse? It’s about time for me to return...”

    - I will.

    ‘Oh~!! YES~!!’ At Sylphiria’s acquiescence, a huge cheer erupted in my heart. ‘Kyaa! Archspirit, get! No, contracted!’

    The moment the world knew about me being an Arch Summoner, I would be treated with utmost reverence. Winning the lottery wouldn’t make me any happier than I was now.

    
      - But the contractor’s mana is insufficient to summon me. If the contractor attempts a forceful summoning, their mana core could explode.
    

    ‘Wut, it’s that bad?’

    An unexpected restriction appeared. Since I had never summoned a spirit before, I had no idea how much mana would be consumed.

    
      - Become strong. So that you can summon me in the Middle Realm.
    

    “Understood. Then, will you be my contracted spirit from now on, Sylphiria?”

    
      - In accordance with the Covenant made in the Beginning, I, Sylphiria, submit myself to the contractor; this I swear in the name of the Holy God.
    

    The contract with Sylphiria was fundamentally different from the ones I had made with the lower and intermediate spirits. As Sylphiria made her vow, two rays of light descended upon us from the sky, surrounding us in a moment of light before quickly dissipating.

    ‘So this is a Spirit Covenant.’

    Now I remembered— starting from high spirits, there was a different kind of contract, called a Covenant. Through a Covenant, there would be a bond between the summoner and the spirit that could not be broken until the day the summoner drew his or her last breath.

    “My name is Kyre. I recognize thee as my spirit, Sylphiria.” I was also compelled to say something more formal.

    
      - Thank you. I thank the Holy God for allowing my first-ever contract with a human to be with you.
    

    ‘Feels great, huh?’ Her words made me strangely joyful.

    “But I have a request.”

    
      - What is it, contractor of mine?
    

    “If it doesn’t offend you, could you show me your face just once?”

    
      - That is...
    

    Sylphiria hesitated for a moment, looking as troubled as a girl after receiving a proposal.

    “If you really don’t want to—”

    Even before I could finish my sentence, Sylphiria slowly removed her helmet with her slender fingers.

    “Ohhhhhh....!”

    Sylphiria’s face was exposed under the sun of the glorious Spirit Realm. The sight of her features made my heart stop.

    ‘Oh, Gods above!’ I was made to call out the Gods in my heart.

    Then, while I was still frozen solid with a dumb expression pasted on my face, my soul was sucked back out of the Spirit Realm.

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 27: Count Petrin
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Huhu... Haha... Kuku...”
    

    
      “Kyre, what’s wrong with you?”
    

    
      After returning from the Spirit Tower, I sat on my bed and began laughing like a madman, causing Russell to look at me worriedly.
    

    
      “It’s nothing. I’m fine. Huhu...”
    

    
      Whether my eyes were closed or open, the only thing I could think of was Sylphiria’s face. ‘Should I just devote myself to the Spirit Realm from now on?’
    

    
      She was beautiful. Any meaningless exaggerations would be an insult to her. Her eyes shone like jewels with a luster greater than her transparent, silver armor. In short, her enchanted beauty was like absolutely nothing I had ever seen before.
    

    
      ‘Those silver eyes... I will never forget them.’ I hadn’t even had my first kiss yet, but I doubted even a first kiss would have such an impact on me. Sylphiria was just that beautiful. ‘Argh, but how should I summon her!’
    

    
      The problem was that my mana was still too weak to summon Sylphiria.
    

    
      ‘I have to be at least the 7th Circle to be able to summon her without strain. The 7th Circle...’ At that level, one would be treated as an arcanist of legendary proportions. I was already unsure when I would reach the 6th Circle, so how could I wait until the 7th Circle?
    

    
      
        Poke.
      
    

    
      “W-what are you doing!”
    

    
      Suddenly, Russell poked my cheek hard. “Hm, I see,” he said, tasting his finger. “Tastes completely rotten. Tsk tsk. It’s such a shame for a young man.”
    

    
      Then he clicked his tongue and completely made me out to be a crazy man. I couldn’t just take that sitting down.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      I hugged Russell’s waist with a powerful tackle, causing him to make a strange cry of surprise.
    

    
      ‘The heck, why does it feel this good.’ Russell’s thin waist was unbelievable for a man. As if I was hugging a girl, my heart began to beat wildly as soon as we made contact. ‘This feeling is...’
    

    
      The moment I tackled him, my head naturally reached Russell’s chest, allowing me to feel a very peculiar elasticity. A plushy feeling similar to being embraced by my mom made my whole body titillate. 
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Geh!” A powerful blow from Russell hit my back.
    

    
      “Pervert! Die!”
    

    
      Russell’s fierce consecutive blows landed on my body.
    

    
      “Agh! Ahh!” Cries of pain burst from my mouth without pause.
    

    
      However, like a person who had fallen into water, my hands never let go of Russell’s waist.
    

    
      It made me think of those corny movie titles from old classics. ‘I Could Die Happy Like This.’
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Time goes by fast.’
    

    
      5 months had already passed since starting Knight Academy. In that time, I had attended necessary general classes like spirit, magic, and sparring class, as well as self-study in the library. The study habits that were ingrained in my body from Daehan High were useful here as well. Before I knew it, the first semester of classes was almost at its end.
    

    
      “W-what do you want to do with me?” squeaked Tedran like a cornered mouse.
    

    
      I simply smiled at him instead of answering.
    

    
      “Do, do you still wish to live in this empire after doing this to me? I’m the next Duke of Fasain!”
    

    
      Those words of future peerage had been thrown at me countless times.
    

    
      “I will forgive you. If you stop here, then I will let you off, you bas--, ahem.”
    

    
      Fearing the pain ahead, Tedran drew it out with meaningless words. All of the goons who had bravely protected him had been picked out by me during sparring and would be beaten to the point of broken bones. Tedran had been destined to be the lucky one today. Instead of fighting back, he tried to ‘convince’ me.
    

    
      I slowly raised my sword.
    

    
      “I-I’m a friend of the Crown Prince!”
    

    
      ‘Friend of the Crown Prince?’ The Crown Prince was a slightly more impactful title than the heir of a dukedom. ‘That temperamental and violent reserve cadet, Crown Prince Poltviran?’
    

    
      He was the son of Emperor Havitron, the ruler who was respected and loved by the people, the same ruler I had seen at the entrance ceremony. He was born to the Imperial Concubine rather than the Empress, but because he was the eldest son, Poltviran was granted the Crown Prince title. From what I had heard at the Knight Academy, he didn’t resemble his father the Emperor at all and had a violent and rude temperament. He was rumored to be a haughty crown prince who had gotten everything he wanted from a young age. I had never met him before, but I knew well enough that he was a piece of shit.
    

    
      “Huhu, that’s right. You may just be a commoner who grew up not knowing left from right, but you won’t be able to raise your head in front of the Empire’s next Imperial Majesty,” Tedran gloated with a victorious smile, seeing that my movements had paused from thinking about the Crown Prince. “Let’s see how long you can last with just those grand and mighty sword skills of yours. In the Knight Academy, all cadets are supposed to be equal, but... the moment you leave this bubble, you will be forced to see what kind of existence a noble is.”
    

    
      He had apparently stored up a lot of resentment, because Tedran’s snout was spitting out pure venom now.
    

    
      “Did you come to your senses now? Huhu, that’s right. That’s how it should be if you want to live in this empire. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      Seeing that I had no response to his words, Tedran puffed up triumphantly.
    

    
      “Are you done?” I said coldly.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The cold steel in my voice made Tedran flinch and stiffen. “I warned you back then, didn’t I? That if you continued to mess around, I would bury you in the training ground.”
    

    
      “Y-you bastard...”
    

    
      Even after seeing his goons have their arms or legs broken at every sparring session, Tedran was still unable to sober up. I decided it was impossible for a human like him with pompousness ingrained deep within the bone.
    

    
      “There’s a saying like this where I lived before. You should beat up a disobedient dog once every three days. Huhu.”
    

    
      I even smiled evilly as I released intense bloodthirst. Just like how I had taught the other small-fries how to lower their heads and tails at the sight of me, I needed to give Tedran the fist of love as well.
    

    
      As I walked towards him with a smile, Tedran inched backwards.
    

    
      ‘If a guy like this is supposed to become one of the pillars of the empire, I guess even this empire will soon meet its end.’
    

    
      The young generation was clearly rotten from the inside out due to the Crown Prince’s influence. Even an idiot could predict the empire’s future.
    

    
      “Die!”
    

    
      It was just a spar, but Tedran called for my death and swung his wooden sword at me. I easily parried it away.
    

    
      ‘He’s someone who entered with his identity rather than his skills!’
    

    
      To enter the empire’s Skyknight Academy, you had to be at least a 4th Circle mage, Intermediate Summoner, or a Blade Knight. However, Count-to-be Alfonso and the other kids from the noble families were clearly lacking the skills.
    

    
      Special admittance was granted to those who could receive a wyvern from their families and show basic skills.
    

    
      That was the case here. Not just Tedran, but Alfonso and Luciella were admitted to the Skyknight Academy thanks to this special identity admittance.
    

    
      I blocked Tedran’s double-handed overhead swing with a single hand on my sword. Then, putting strength into my grip, I leapt with a grunt and moved from the parry into a blow aiming for his torso.
    

    
      “KYAAAAKKKK!”
    

    
      The sword didn’t even make contact yet, but Tedran screamed loudly anyway.
    

    
      In order to avoid crushing his ribs, I turned my sword and hit his right leg.
    

    
      “Gah!” A cry of agony burst from Tedran’s lips.
    

    
      It was surely a terrifying physical pain that he, a ducal heir, had never suffered. It was obvious from the way he embarrassingly peed himself.
    

    
      “Next time... I will really bury you,” I said quietly. I stared into his eyes that were filled with fear and pain and emphasized my words, all the while putting a dignified bloodthirst into my mana.
    

    
      “KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAK!”
    

    
      “HOHOHOHOHOHO!” 
    

    
      “I, I WANNA GO HOME! UWAHHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      Everyone’s eyes were turned to my spar with Tedran. Now, their eyes shifted to another spar.
    

    
      “Hohoho! You should have said that earlier. Hohohohohohohohoho!”
    

    
      Hyneth managed to make a perfectly fine Skyknight cadet want to drop out. The cadet’s desperate submission made her smile with satisfaction.
    

    
      My thoughts turned inward. ‘Now it’s time for practical training!’
    

    
      After the first semester, actual practical Skyknight training would follow a short one-week break. We would finally be heading to the wyvern base outside the Imperial Capital. 
    

    
      ‘I want to fly! In that beautiful blue sky!’
    

    
      Soft cotton candy clouds floated by in the warm spring sky. I wanted to ride the balmy wind.
    

    
      Smiling, I drew in a lungful of breath.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Oh man...’
    

    
      After the first semester ended, our one-week break began. While I was busy sating my curiosity about the continent’s history and culture in the library, Hyneth appeared with the same refreshing manga protagonist smile that I had seen the first day we met. Then, heedless of my excuses, she dragged me onto a carriage.
    

    
      Our destination was the villa of Count Kaldain Petrin, the battle maniac who was feared by all as a rabid dog. Whether you believed the rumor that he ripped his own mother’s nipples with his infant teeth or not, his notoriety had given birth to such rumors that even I had heard of.
    

    
      ‘Hyneth... what should I do with you.’
    

    
      Although the Petrins were a count family of a great empire, because of that prestige(/s), they were unlikely to be offered any potential suitors. The Petrins were said to never let go once they bit. Who would offer their own son or daughter to such a vicious and terrifying family? There was no one in the world who wanted their beloved grandson or granddaughter to become a beserker or battle maniac.
    

    
      “Hyneth.”
    

    
      “Yes, Elder Brother.”
    

    
      Thanks to the arrival of spring, Hyneth was more excited than ever. As soon as classes ended, instead of training or studying, she would spend every waking moment touring the gardens within the imperial castle. Even now, she was holding a red flower.
    

    
      “At your age, shouldn’t there be offers for your hand flying at you from every direction?”
    

    
      On this continent, any noble scion could be married off at 15 years. It wasn’t unheard of for noble daughters to be betrothed at an even younger age.
    

    
      “There are none,” said Hyneth, totally unconcerned.
    

    
      “You don’t intend to marry?”
    

    
      “I must. I am the only person who can carry on the family, after all.”
    

    
      “With whom?”
    

    
      “With a man, of course.”
    

    
      I felt stupid for asking. No one in the empire had the balls, so how could she possibly get married?
    

    
      “Elder Brother, you didn’t know?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Our family has never been on the receiving end of a marriage offer.”
    

    
      “Then?”
    

    
      “Obviously, a marriage has been concluded only when we Petrins decide the opposite party.”
    

    
      ‘Holy! What the heck! Isn’t this just a vicious household!’
    

    
      “A-and if they refuse?”
    

    
      “Refuse? Haha, who would refuse. The moment they refuse, that family would become our enemies until the day they come to ruin.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      There was no point in asking further. I felt I had grasped the true reason why everyone in the Bajran Empire went white whenever they saw a member of the Petrin family. The world’s biggest pigheaded crazies. That was the best way to describe the Petrins. 
    

    
      “Lady Hyneth is here! Open the gates!”
    

    
      ‘W-we’re already here?’
    

    
      This was a place that could make me, a person who feared no one under the sky, tremble. The knight escorting the carriage notified the villa of our arrival at the tiger’s den. Then, creaking loudly, the mansion gates opened. The carriage continued onwards without a care.
    

    
      ‘So this is a noble family’s mansion!’
    

    
      Large mansions were situated in the inner city, close to the Imperial Palace. All nobles with a peerage were able to afford a house in the capital. Maybe they wouldn’t have one if they were nobles with land and didn’t come often to the capital, but if they had an interest in politics and their families were ambitious, then it was the noble fashion to do your utmost to buy a villa or two in the capital. The villa of a count’s family was now standing before my eyes. It was truly large. Even a  nouveau-riche in Korea wouldn’t be able to afford a villa of this size within Seoul. Surrounded by a sturdy, 3-meter-wide wall that looked like a castle’s ramparts was the Petrin Family’s mansion. The 3-story antique building featured around a hundred windows and was set behind a beautiful green garden that the Petrins had clearly poured a ton of money into. Water spouted from a marvelous fountain set at the center.
    

    
      “Hoho, it may be smaller than the palace, but it’s not bad, isn’t it?”
    

    
      ‘Not bad? This is already amazing.’
    

    
      This was one of the many benefits that you would get once you became a noble. Seeing the dozens of soldiers and knights on guard, I could tell they wouldn’t even need a home security system. No matter how nice an automatic security system was, it couldn’t beat a duty of knights with two eyes and the ability to use mana.
    

    
      ‘I think even Hollywood actors would have a hard time getting a mansion like this, right?’
    

    
      Unknown flowers had bloomed in various places in the garden with the advent of spring. After descending from the carriage, Hyneth and I walked through the garden and enjoyed the relaxing leisure afforded to nobles.
    

    
      “Hah!”
    

    
      
        Clang clang!
      
    

    
      “Ack!”
    

    
      “Stand up. It’s no fun if you collapse with just this.”
    

    
      “Fa-family Head, please stop for now. Any more than this...”
    

    
      ‘Family Head?’ The only person who would be called the family head here was Count Petrin himself.
    

    
      “Hoho! Looks like father and the knights are doing betted sparring again.”
    

    
      “Betted sparring?”
    

    
      “Yes. The loser has to do punishments like wash the dishes after dinner or clean up horse poo.”
    

    
      ‘Washing the dishes after dinner! Horse poo!’
    

    
      I knew it wasn’t a normal family, but this was more than I expected. Knights and lords held positions of such serious authority that a normal commoner couldn’t even dare to look at them straight in the eye. I couldn’t believe that such lofty people would lower themselves to do tasks that would normally be taken care of by servants.
    

    
      “But isn’t it unfair to pit the knights against someone who is called the Battle Maniac?”
    

    
      “Haha, what’s unfair about it. Dad sometimes cleans the horse poo too.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      I couldn’t believe Hyneth’s words at all. How could a count of the empire clean horse poop?
    

    
      “It was the same for me when I was learning the sword. When I lost spars, I experienced all sorts of punishments, like drawing water, cleaning the castle walls, and doing the laundry.”
    

    
      However, Hyneth’s nonchalant confession of her past forced me to believe that even a count would clean the stables. After spending time with her, I knew Hyneth wasn’t someone to enjoy lying.
    

    
      Strolling through the garden, we walked towards a side of the mansion where the drill hall was located. There, I saw quite the spectacle.
    

    
      ‘Ten on one!’
    

    
      In the hall, the head of the Petrins and his knights were fighting for victory with real swords in their hands. To my shock, what should just be a spar was actually a real battle where armor was torn and blood was spilled.
    

    
      I couldn’t help but gulp.
    

    
      Then, I met eyes with the man who was arrogantly standing with his bloodied sword. He wasn’t very tall, but he had a stubborn, angular chin, big, bright eyes, dark eyebrows, and a hard mouth. His whole body exuded arrogance, no, madness.
    

    
      ‘Count Kaldain!’
    

    
      The man looking at me after knocking down ten knights was undoubtedly Hyneth’s father, the Berserker of the Bajran Empire, Count Kaldain de Petrin.
    

    
      “Dad!!”
    

    
      “Hyneth~!”
    

    
      Hyneth went running to him. In an instant, his face puffed up like leavened bread and his eyes creased into crescents so quickly that I could hardly believe it. Stretching out his arms wide, he brought his already grown-up daughter, Hyneth, into his embrace.
    

    
      “Daddy! I wanted to see you!”
    

    
      “Haha, kiddo, this father of yours also wanted to see you so so badly that he couldn’t sleep at night.”
    

    
      ‘Eurgh...’
    

    
      Even a cuckoo wouldn’t dote this much on its child. Kaldain flung his count’s dignity far away and carried out a scene of marvelous familial love right in front of all the knights. The love overflowing from them was going off in all directions.
    

    
      ‘Everyone is strong.’
    

    
      The spar had been so outrageous that there were huge divots in the training ground of the Petrin mansion. The knights with small wounds all over their bodies got up one by one. Each one of them emitted a robust energy.
    

    
      That energy wasn’t mana, but a terrifying strength that even Hyneth could emit, to some extent. It was a patented article of the ass-kicking Marine Corps, a little something called ‘guts.’
    

    
      

    

    
      “Are you the one named Kyre?” After their show of affection ended, Count Kaldain looked towards me.
    

    
      “It is an honor to meet you. I am Kyre, a Skyknight cadet.”
    

    
      This was the father of someone who I considered my little sis. I couldn’t be careless in my actions.
    

    
      “Nice meeting you. Then, shall we do a proper greeting now?”
    

    
      ‘Proper?’
    

    
      Nodding, Count Kaldain said something I couldn’t quite understand.
    

    
      “Dad, be gentle. Don’t hurt Elder Brother.”
    

    
      “You brat, you should be worrying about your dad, but instead, you worry about your brother?”
    

    
      “Hee-hee, if it were you, would you worry about yourself?”
    

    
      “I know, I know. Since this is someone our Hyneth sees as an elder brother, I will take care.”
    

    
      The two of them completely left me out of the loop.
    

    
      ‘He’s truly exceptional.’
    

    
      This was the family of an empire’s count. In short, a family of high rank even among those high and mighty nobles. However, he didn’t blame Hyneth for treating a commoner like me like an elder brother. The count family of Petrins was really unique. 
    

    
      “Is that fellow your sword?”
    

    
      “Huh? Yes.”
    

    
      At my hip wasn’t the steel sword given to trainees, but the sword that I had stolen from a knight of the Fiore Viscount.
    

    
      “It looks like a sword used by those southern knights. Seeing that the blade is thick and the balance is good, it looks like a sword exclusively used by the knights of Dapis Kingdom.”
    

    
      ‘Amazing!’
    

    
      As if wanting to confirm that he was from a family that was crazy about swords, Count Kaldain traced my sword, which was completely bare of decoration or markings, all the way to the Dapis Kingdom.
    

    
      “Draw it.”
    

    
      “Excuse me?” I said, not understanding the count’s strange words.
    

    
      “Hyneth, did you not tell him about our family’s way of greeting guests?”
    

    
      “What’s the point in telling him? You were going to have a round with him anyway.”
    

    
      ‘A round?’
    

    
      A completely unprepared round with the Berserker, Count Kaldain??
    

    
      “10 Gold that the young lad gets crushed in three moves!”
    

    
      “Nonsense. He’s still a Skyknight cadet in name, so he should survive at least five! 10 Gold on five moves for me!”
    

    
      “Alright! Everyone, place your stakes!”
    

    
      ‘What the heck are they doing!’
    

    
      The Petrin knights I remembered from meeting them in front of the inner castle were men who had exuded a knight’s courteous chivalry. Those same knights were now acting no different from mercenaries.
    

    
      “Why, not happy that I am yielding the first move?”
    

    
      “N-no, that’s not it...”
    

    
      ‘Jeez! I’m gonna go crazy.’ When we first got here, I had gloated to myself in anticipation of the much-heard-of noble etiquette and formal dinner, all while thinking that I would finally get some proper treatment now. ‘Well, I guess that’s just my lot in life, noble treatment my ass...’
    

    
      In any case, this spar with the Count was unavoidable.
    

    
      The sound of metal rang out as I decisively drew my sword.
    

    
      ‘Let’s do it, Mr. Mad Dog.’
    

    
      As soon as I raised my sword, all my random thoughts disappeared. I was also a Blade Knight in name. I wouldn’t be so stupid as to refuse an opportunity like this.
    

    
      “Hooh, vigor is flowing from your blade! I will face you seriously!”
    

    
      After saying that, a scary amount of blue mana began to ripple from the bastard sword in the Count’s hand.
    

    
      ‘I won’t hold back!’ I drew swelling mana from my mana core and poured plenty of it into my sword.
    

    
      “Here I go!”
    

    
      As per Petrin tradition, Count Kaldain was waiting for my first move. I swung an immensely powerful blow towards his head. ‘Good! This is the right feeling!’ I thought, putting all my accumulated stress into that one blow.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      ‘Hup!’
    

    
      The electrifying force ran from the blade to my palm. 
    

    
      ‘Mana, physical strength, speed; they’re all amazing!’
    

    
      In the Knight Academy, none of my peers were my match. However, the Count’s sword took my sword with ease and struck back like a venomous snake.
    

    
      There was no time for me to be careless. It was a match under the guise of a spar, but the Count moved as if he had met his sworn enemy.
    

    
      The sword that was attacking my head suddenly made a huge change in trajectory and slipped through the wind towards my waist.
    

    
      ‘It’s fluid as well as strong!’
    

    
      From the outside, the Count’s sword didn’t seem all that strong. But whenever we clashed with the ringing of steel, my palms would burn from the force of the blow.
    

    
      “Haha! This friend, you’re quite good!”
    

    
      After blocking around ten blows, Count Kaldain retreated around 5 meters and guffawed with delight.
    

    
      “Elder Brother! You’re so cool!”
    

    
      “Uwah! This fellow is actually pretty good?”
    

    
      “It didn’t even seem like the boss went easy on him, but he’s already blocked ten times...”
    

    
      “Sigh, seems like I can’t even call myself a formal knight anymore.”
    

    
      From behind me, I heard Hyneth’s encouragement and the disbelieving words of the knights.
    

    
      “Try receiving this sword as well.”
    

    
      After seeing me block his sword without faltering even a little bit, the Count overflowed with a vigor that said he wanted to end this.
    

    
      ‘Is this the Vision Sword Art of the Petrin Family?’
    

    
      Noble warrior families with long histories possessed sword arts unique to them. Among those families, the Petrin family of counts was one of the best.
    

    
      Around the Count’s sword shimmered a haze of an intangible energy. His sword was now filled with his domineering energy, as well as blue mana.
    

    
      I couldn’t be careless, so I firmly readied myself with mana and awaited the Count’s sword.
    

    
      “Hah!” he grunted, his sword closing the distance within the blink of an eye.
    

    
      ‘Woah!’
    

    
      There was definitely only one sword coming towards me, but in my eyes, there were five or six.
    

    
      “Snake Phantom!” someone burst out in surprise. 
    

    
      ‘Illusionary sword!’ But they all looked too real to be called illusions. While I was thinking, the Count’s sword clashed into mine.
    

    
      I parried the first sword rushing towards me, then the second one that was aiming for my heart.
    

    
      The clashing of steel rang out.
    

    
      ‘Th-they’re all real!’
    

    
      They weren’t illusionary swords. The Count’s profound sword art was able to make something that was more than just an illusion.
    

    
      Clang! My sword moved on instinct and rebounded from the third sword. In that moment, I saw surprise in the Count’s eyes.
    

    
      ‘Argh!’
    

    
      Clang! With all my strength, I blocked the fourth sword coming towards my stomach.
    

    
      Four close calls had passed by in an instant. Unable to resist the strength of the Count’s blow, my sword flew out of my hand.
    

    
      And then, the Count’s sharp sword lay quietly at my throat.
    

    
      ‘I, I lost...’
    

    
      This was my first defeat after coming to the Kallian Continent. I had done my best without letting down my guard, but I still lost. Of course, if I had used magic or spirits, the result would have been different, but a person only had one life. A loss was a loss.
    

    
      Then, the Count addressed me with a quiet voice. “Young man, who are you?”
    

    
      “My name is Kyre.”
    

    
      “Hm...” Without even thinking about removing the sword hovering at my throat, the Count made a thoughtful sound. “To block four illusionary swords from me, a Master... Even after fighting you, I can’t believe it. How is that possible at your age...”
    

    
      The usually jovial face of Count Kaldain was now completely serious. He gave off the feeling of a well-worn sword.
    

    
      ‘M-master!’
    

    
      I was surprised again. The first person to defeat me was a Master. As someone who had only matched swords with Blade Knights at most, the fact that I was almost able to go head to head with a Master felt like a dream.
    

    
      “Good! If it’s someone with skills like yours, then I can feel assured entrusting our Hyneth to you!”
    

    
      ‘Wut? Entrust? Entrust what?’
    

    
      Kaldain suddenly threw me a hot potato. 
    

    
      “Woooow! You’re amazing, kid!”
    

    
      “To block our Family Head’s blows like that!”
    

    
      “What are you all doing! A new friend has come; it’s our family’s tradition to give them a magnificent welcome! Call the butler! Tell him that tonight, we’re drinking ‘til we fall so he should prepare plenty of food and drink!”
    

    
      “Understood~!”
    

    
      Even before I could come to my senses, the knights cheered loudly at Count Kaldain’s hearty announcement.
    

    
      ‘Is this really a count family of an empire?’
    

    
      I looked around with blank eyes. The Petrin household seemed more like a mercenary group or a rabble of bandits.
    

    
      “Sigh!”
    

    
      I couldn’t help but let out a low sigh.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Pour! Drink~!”
    

    
      “Kuhahaha! My dear beer, I was waiting for you.”
    

    
      “To the Empire’s peace and the Petrin Family, cheers!”
    

    
      “Cheers!”
    

    
      ‘So you’re saying, the very first ancestor of the Petrins, who are called vassals of the Empire, was actually a mercenary?’
    

    
      I was finally able to understand the reason why the master of the Petrin family of counts and his knights were so beyond common sense. The first family head, who had played an important role in the Empire’s founding, had been the leader of a mercenary group that was famous for its strength in the continent. That mercenary’s blood was flowing strong in the Petrins today. Much time had passed since then, but they didn’t lose the vigor of their ancestor and maintained the same spirit.
    

    
      “Elder Brother, please have a drink,” said Hyneth, a full recipient of that blood. 
    

    
      Hyneth was the one who made me fully realize that a girl’s face wasn’t all there was to them. After filling up a large silver cup with beer, Hyneth handed it to me with a pure smile.
    

    
      “Yes, let us drink!”
    

    
      So what about this and that? As long as I was sitting here with these joyful people who had opened their hearts to me, this place was heaven.
    

    
      Glasses clashed cheerfully.
    

    
      Gulp, gulp. I poured the refreshing beer down my throat.
    

    
      ‘Aaaahh, it’s killer!’
    

    
      The beer was so cold it even had small pieces of ice in it. The beer taken straight from a magic storehouse tasted drop-dead delicious.
    

    
      “Ah~!”
    

    
      On top of that, Hyneth handed me a fork of smoked sausage, offering me her heart-warming service. It was like I was in one of those hostess bars that adults enjoyed.
    

    
      “Kyre, what do you think?” asked Count Kaldain out of the blue, right after chugging down some beer.
    

    
      “What do you mean, sir?” I looked at the time bomb of a count, who was clutching his beer.
    

    
      “What do you think I mean. Instead of being a Skyknight without affiliation in the empire, come to our family. We already intended on getting another wyvern, so I will give it to you.”
    

    
      ‘A wyvern!’
    

    
      A single wyvern cost hundreds of thousands of Gold. After meeting me for the first time today, Count Kaldain said he would distribute such a costly expense to me.
    

    
      “Wowee~! Congrats, kid!”
    

    
      “Argh, how unfair. I got mine after working to the bone for ten years.”
    

    
      At the Count’s words, the knights, most of whom were Skyknights, burst into cheers and congratulated me.
    

    
      “I am thankful for your intent, but I respectfully decline.”
    

    
      “Decline?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I didn’t even need to think. Instead of living as a Skyknight bound to the Count, I would rather buy one on my own with money. I had no interest in anything that would fetter my free spirit.
    

    
      “Maybe you don’t know, but for a commoner these days, getting a wyvern from the Empire and becoming a Skyknight is more difficult than picking a star from the sky. No matter how good your skills are.”
    

    
      “Still, I refuse.”
    

    
      “Is it because of me or the family?”
    

    
      At my adamant refusal, the Count frowned slightly.
    

    
      “Not at all, sir.”
    

    
      “Then?”
    

    
      “I do not like having anyone above me as my boss. Even if that person is the Emperor.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      As my words fell, a deadly silence descended on the dining table. Coldness began to coalescence in the knights’ eyes. I had, after all, mentioned the Emperor himself. However, I could not lie to myself-- I didn’t like what I didn’t like.
    

    
      “Do you know that your words could be taken as treason?” asked Count Kaldain with a hard voice.
    

    
      “I am aware. However, I simply said what was in my heart.”
    

    
      I wasn’t scared. Even though the count in front of me was a Blade Master, even if I had to become mortal enemies with this empire, I wanted to live saying what I wanted.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Silence continued to reign. Count Kaldain looked at me with a troubled gaze.
    

    
      “Haha, HAHAHAHAHAHA!!” Then, he suddenly burst out into raucous laughter. “Alright! Good! That’s right, a man should have such vigor! However, keep in mind that if you had said such a thing to a Bajran noble other than me, that would be the day you meet your coffin.”
    

    
      ‘You are also manly,’ I thought with a little relief.
    

    
      “I like you, sir.”
    

    
      “I like you too, kid.”
    

    
      There was no need for many words in a conversation between two men, just like now. 
    

    
      I raised my glass high. “To the Petrins~!”
    

    
      “To us!” cried out the knights in response to my cheer.
    

    
      “Drink, my knights! Tonight, the Lord of Fate, Romero, and the Goddess of Abundance and Festivities, Sapphire, are with us! Make a toast for the passion burning bright in your hearts, the vigor running deep in your cups, and the knight’s lofty ideals in your minds! Everyone, cheers!”
    

    
      “Cheers!”
    

    
      Their actions were like mercenaries, but underneath, the Count household of Petrins were knights at heart. Their lively, dynamic energy was infectious.
    

    
      ‘Feels great!’
    

    
      A thought occurred to me just then. I decided that tonight, I would drink until I dropped here in the house of the Petrins, where true men were gathered. I knew I wanted to value this relationship with them.
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        Kiiiiiiiiikk!
      
    

    
      ‘Dude, don’t you ever get bored?’
    

    
      At the Petrins’ place, I drank until I blacked out for the first time in my life. After downing cup after cup, the sun seemed on the verge of coming up, and it was then that I lost consciousness. Then I slept the day away like a log, and after waking up, I suffered from a terrible hangover.
    

    
      But the other knights, including the Count, were able to spend a lively day full of sparring even after drinking so much. It was a special privilege afforded to people who could control mana: apparently, you could use mana to protect your stomach and forcibly erase your intoxication. However, I didn’t even know that, and was forced to realize the frightening power of alcohol with my entire body. 
    

    
      ‘Does he like that guy, Shuriel, so much?’
    

    
      After almost dying and coming back to the world of the living, I returned to the dorm. The other kids of noble families were mostly staying at villas in the capital or with their friends. Only Russell, who had nowhere else to go, was standing at the window of the dorm room, summoning Shuriel and playing with it.
    

    
      ‘This guy, he’s crying!’
    

    
      Russell didn’t even register that I had come in and kept playing with Shuriel. Tears fell from his eyes to the ground.
    

    
      “Dad... Mom...”
    

    
      His usually neutral voice had disappeared and had turned thin and high-pitched, like a girl.
    

    
      ‘Brat, so you’re a pup who wants to see his parents.’
    

    
      To be honest, I felt the same. Because I couldn’t return to the Earth or do anything about it, I was living to my utmost here, but I yearned to see my parents and friends.
    

    
      “I, I will avenge you. Even if I must sell my soul to the devil...”
    

    
      ‘Revenge?’
    

    
      But Russell’s yearning suddenly turned to vengeance with gritted teeth. I knew there was probably a situation he couldn’t tell me, but I didn’t know it was this much of a bitter grudge. He wouldn’t look a bit out of place as the main character in a story.
    

    
      “Who is it!” Russell cried, finally sensing my presence and whipping his head around.
    

    
      “Haha! It’s me, friend,” I said, making an expression like nothing was wrong in order to avoid awkwardness.
    

    
      “K-Kyre...” said Russell, his voice a little muffled as he quickly wiped his tears with his sleeve.
    

    
      “The sun is too bright, huh?” I acted like I didn’t see his tears and said something irrelevant.
    

    
      “Y-yeah.” Understanding my intent, Russell nodded.
    

    
      “Russell...” I pushed my face towards his feminine features.
    

    
      “W-what are you doing?”
    

    
      “You...”
    

    
      Whenever I called him, Russell looked very guarded. I spoke with a furtive voice and reached for his shoulder.
    

    
      As I did so, Russell’s clear, gentle silver eyes trembled.
    

    
      ‘Why is he always so tense when I come close?’ I never took my jokes too far, but this brat always put his guard up when I got near him.
    

    
      I gripped his thin and soft girly shoulders.
    

    
      “Do you really... not have a little sister?” I said quietly.
    

    
      Bam! Russell’s fist landed in my stomach.
    

    
      “Pervert!” Like always, he was ready with his favorite word for me.
    

    
      ‘Brat, don’t be sad. If you cry, I’m sad too.’
    

    
      Following the pervert accusation, Russell’s expression loosened up. Now I could relax. After sharing a room with him for several months, we had grown much closer. I didn’t know how much longer this would last, but until my fate with him was over, I wanted to support him like this. 
    

    
      I don’t know when, but at some point, I started wanting to protect a certain guy.
    

    
      That guy’s name was my roommate, Russell.
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Shall we try summoning a spirit?’
    

    
      Tomorrow, we would be heading out for Skyknight Practical Training. I wanted to try summoning the spirits as an emergency measure before we set off. For that purpose, I headed to the forest around the Summoner’s Tower.
    

    
      ‘If Count Capuin knew, he’d go nuts.’
    

    
      Count Capuin had sent me to the Spirit Realm through the Spirit Summoning magic circle. While I was still in a state of complete shock from seeing Sylphiria’s face, I was brought back to the Middle Realm, where Count Capuin asked me about the spirits. At that time, I told him I couldn’t make any contracts, only that I was thankful that he had allowed me to see a bunch of spirits.
    

    
      ‘A card hidden up my sleeve will surely save my life.’
    

    
      I was still someone who hadn’t reached the stage of absolute power. I was a 5th Circle mage, swordsman, and summoner, but I was well aware that it wasn’t enough.
    

    
      ‘It’s probably fine to summon an intermediate spirit instead of a lower one, right?’
    

    
      This was my first attempt, but I could currently summon every element of lower and intermediate spirit, as well as the high wind spirit under Sylphiria’s level, Djinn. I didn’t personally make a contract with a high spirit, but because I had made a contract with an archspirit, I could summon high spirits of the same element with the force of my will. 
    

    
      ‘I should probably summon Shuriel, yeah?’
    

    
      I was more drawn to wind spirits than the others. Moreover, wind spirits were the most important spirits for a Skyknight who would act in the sky. Making my decision, I closed my eyes and brought the image of my contracted Shuriel to mind.
    

    
      “Summon Shuriel!”
    

    
      Shuriel, an eagle of wind.
    

    
      In response to my words, I felt a powerful energy gathering in the air, and wind began to blow around me.
    

    
      “Oh! Yes~!!”
    

    
      Then, I broke out in a cheer upon seeing Shuriel, who was flapping its transparent wings and floating in the air.
    

    
      ‘If I could distract an enemy with a spirit, land a critical hit with magic, and then finish the job with my sword, who could defeat me then?’
    

    
      An imaginary battle was drawn in my head. In a one-on-one fight, I would probably be undefeatable. No matter how much of a Master or 7th Circle mage you were, it would be possible to block a spirit’s rapid attacks, magic’s immense offensive power, and the clean strikes of a swordsman on top of that all on your own.
    

    
      “Fly, Shuriel. All the way over there!”
    

    
      With a low cry that only I could hear, Shuriel flew like a rocket into the direction I had pointed at.
    

    
      “Wow!”
    

    
      Shuriel’s movement speed was so fast that it couldn’t be traced with the human eye.
    

    
      ‘It does take quite a lot of mana.’ My mana core was much greater than other people’s, but as Shuriel flitted off, I felt mana getting sucked out. In particular, because Shuriel had flown off so far I could barely see it, my mana was drained with sudden speed.  ‘Seems to consume more mana depending on the distance.’
    

    
      If summoners weren’t limited by their mana, they would probably be the strongest attackers. However, compared to knights or mages, summoners had the most fragile mana. They would definitely be limited in distance and time during a battle in the sky.
    

    
      ‘I should thank Master.’
    

    
      Those same limitations weren’t as restrictive for me. Thanks to Master Bumdalf’s mana breathing technique, I could display a far greater strength than other summoners.
    

    
      ‘Should I try using spirit magic as well?’
    

    
      Summoning a spirit had another advantage. Even if you weren’t a mage, you could use magic. However, a wind spirit could only use wind magic, water spirits could use water magic, etc.
    

    
      ‘The summoner’s affinity has to be high in order to use magic freely, right?’
    

    
      I had learned quite a lot about spirits in class. The information was pretty useful.
    

    
      Just then, I suddenly heard the flapping of wings. “A wyvern!” In the sky was a wyvern flying over from the imperial palace. “Why is it so small?”
    

    
      It was a Black Wyvern, whose body gleamed with black luster. But it was around half the size of the huge wyverns I had seen before.
    

    
      “Ahh~! Ahhhh!”
    

    
      Rooaaaaaar! The wyvern that had suddenly appeared from the imperial palace was about to crash into the Forest of Spirits, where I was.
    

    
      ‘Oi! That brat!’
    

    
      Then I saw him: the little prince who’d gotten a spanking from me. Wearing a flustered expression, Razcion was gripping the reins atop the struggling wyvern.
    

    
      ‘This kid!’ It was obviously a dangerous situation.
    

    
      “Shuriel! Help the wyvern!”
    

    
      The only thing that occurred to me in this pressing situation was to use my summoned spirit. At my cry, Shuriel, who had flown far away, flew straight to the wyvern like a ray of light.
    

    
      ‘Agh!’
    

    
      The moment Shuriel supported the crashing wyvern that had lost its balance, mana drained from me rapidly. Taking physical form to support the wyvern exceeded its limit, increasing the drain on my mana.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap!
      
    

    
      ‘Argh, you little brat. You’re getting a spanking now!’
    

    
      Shuriel righted the wyvern’s balance with wind power and dragged the wyvern to the clearing in the forest where I was standing.
    

    
      “UWAAAAHHH!”
    

    
      Clearly frightened, Razcion burst out into tears.
    

    
      And the wyvern, which was still huge despite me calling it small, landed on the ground with a weighty thump.
    

    
      As soon as the wyvern hit ground, Shuriel returned to the Spirit Realm on its own. It had definitely consumed a lot of its strength.
    

    
      I ran forward. He may be a prince of Bajran, but he was still a kid. Worrying about whether he was hurt or not came first.
    

    
      Thanks to Shuriel doing its best, the Black Wyvern was able to land safely, and I could finally let out a relieved breath.
    

    
      ‘It’s still a baby?’ The Black Wyvern looked as young as Razcion himself. Blinking its black eyes, the creature warily stared at me as I ran forward.
    

    
      “Kiddo, are you ok?” I called out to Razcion, who was crying while sitting on the saddle atop the wyvern.
    

    
      Raising his head to my voice, Razcion wailed so loudly that it shook the forest. “Hyung? Brotheerr!!”
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “So you’re saying, when members of the imperial family become ten, they unconditionally receive a Black Wyvern, and this guy named Datero is yours?”
    

    
      “Un, hyung. He’s handsome, right? He’s only two, but understands words well too.”
    

    
      ‘So it’s true that wyverns have to be over four years old to be full-grown.’
    

    
      I was a Skyknight cadet, but I still didn’t know much about wyverns. I heard that we would start getting close to wyverns from the practical training starting tomorrow. As inexperienced as I was, seeing the baby Black Wyvern in front of me with its black luster aroused greed in me.
    

    
      “But who gave you permission? He doesn’t look ready to fly yet.”
    

    
      He was big, but Datero still had a lot of growing to do. It was too dangerous for a prince who could become the next emperor to fly on him.
    

    
      “That, that is... Noona was gone, so... I ordered the attendants.”
    

    
      The kiddo lowered his head and confessed his sins.
    

    
      Bam! I lightly smacked his head.
    

    
      “How sad do you think your father and mother would be if you got into an accident like that? At over ten years old, you should know the value of life! Razcion, do you still see yourself as a kid?”
    

    
      I would have gotten mad even if it was a kid who had nothing to do with me, but because he was a kid I knew, I got even madder.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, hyung. I won’t do it again. But... Datero can fly well, you know! He even flew with me not too long ago...”
    

    
      Though he was a prince, Razcion had already recognized me as his hyung. Disheartened by my words, he gave an excuse with a trembling voice.
    

    
      ‘Not too long ago? Now that I think of it, isn’t it suspicious?’
    

    
      Datero was still a baby, but he was still more than big enough to fly with an adult on his back.
    

    
      ‘These guys!’
    

    
      At that moment, I saw something sparkle in Datero’s right wingpit.
    

    
      ‘Who did something like this!’
    

    
      A black piece of metal was lodged in the wyvern’s black hide. The sharp edges had pierced the armpit under the wing, pushed so deeply inside that it was able to damage the uniquely sturdy Black Wyvern hide, which was said to be able to deflect swords. Whenever Datero flapped his wings, the object pierced deeper inside and caused intense pain. Unable to fly properly due to the pain, the wyvern had crashed.
    

    
      ‘Conspiracy!’ I could only think of one thing. ‘The Crown Prince is born from the Queen, but this kid was born from the belly of the Empress, the legal wife. It’s definitely possible.’
    

    
      Any person with a working brain could smell the conspiracy afoot. It could be caused by a power struggle within the imperial palace, something I had seen often in movies or books. No, it was definitely caused by something like that. Otherwise, who would play with a young child’s life like this?
    

    
      “Razcion.”
    

    
      “Un, Brother.”
    

    
      Razcion looked at me with round eyes. It was obvious that this kid with baby fat still on his cheeks didn’t know a thing.
    

    
      “In the future, don’t do these kinds of dangerous flights. And... be careful.”
    

    
      I couldn’t tell the kid to watch out for his life and increase his escort. To this kid, the world was still full of wonders. I didn’t want to rob this kid of his pure world.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, fate is also an illness.’
    

    
      I wanted to help, but there was a limit to what I could do. And to say it rationally, even if the kid died, it was his fate as a kid who was born a prince.
    

    
      “Got it, Elder Brother. Hehe.”
    

    
      “Kiddo...”
    

    
      I patted the kid’s head as he smiled brightly. If the Imperial Knights were to see, I would be branded on the spot with treason against the imperial family, but I wasn’t scared. Right now, Razcion was just a cute kid I knew.
    

    
      “Your Highness! Your Imperial Highness!”
    

    
      Just then, cries calling for the prince came from the distance.
    

    
      ‘It’s the Imperial Knights.’
    

    
      As long as they had eyes, they would also be able to see what kind of plot Razcion had suffered. I heard the footsteps of the Imperial Knights as they came closer to the forest.
    

    
      “I’ll see you later, kiddo.”
    

    
      “Are you going? Ehh, I wanted to play longer with you,” complained Razcion with his eyes full of sadness.
    

    
      “Then grow up quickly. Next time, when I become a Skyknight, let’s fly together in the sky.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “This elder brother of yours doesn’t lie.”
    

    
      “Alright! Make sure to keep that promise, okay?”
    

    
      “Got it. Then, watch your health.”
    

    
      Because I could feel that the knights had drawn close, I used Mana Step to hide within the forest. It didn’t matter if I was found, but there was no need to complicate things.
    

    
      ‘But where did the Imperial Princess go, leaving such a young brother behind?’
    

    
      Princess Igis had clearly cared deeply for her younger brother. She wasn’t stupid enough to let Razcion fly off like that.
    

    
      ‘It’s already late afternoon.’
    

    
      After just one night, the much-anticipated Skyknight Practical Training would begin.
    

    
      Washed by the rays of the afternoon sun filtered by the trees, I walked through the forest. From now on, such a peaceful time wouldn’t come for a while.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘There’s a Skyknight base in a place like this?’
    

    
      After two hours of horseback from the capital, we arrived at a mountain around 300 meters above sea level. The mountain had a gentle slope and took up a fairly large area.
    

    
      ‘The Skyknight Imperial Guard protecting the capital from a short distance and other Skyknights are here, huh?’
    

    
      Wearing our uniforms, the cadets gathered early in the morning and departed on prepared horses. After passing through the capital, we galloped straight here.
    

    
      “Students, this is Kirphone Covert, where you will stay for two months. 53 Black Wyverns, the pride of our empire, as well as around 100 regular wyverns are on standby here in order to protect the capital.”
    

    
      Several instructors had followed us here, including Viscount Atuan, Count Capuin, and Viscount Bane, who were all Skyknights themselves.
    

    
      ‘It’s a perfect fortress!’
    

    
      It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to call Kirphone Covert the heart that protected the entire empire. At the entrance stood a thick stone wall, and I could see dozens of places that looked like trenches all over the mountain.
    

    
      ‘Each wyvern requires a team of around ten soldiers, so just counting it up, it’s at least 1,500 people. And then there’s another few thousand garrisoned here. Wow! It’s amazing!’
    

    
      Even a single glance could tell you that Kirphone was perfectly equipped for defense. It made my heart pound the moment we got close.
    

    
      “Identify yourselves!”
    

    
      In order to enter the covert, you had to go through the stone wall first. Hundreds of soldiers were standing watch on the wall with arrows, spears, and swords.
    

    
      ‘They’re even using magic defense arrays.’
    

    
      I felt traces of mana from the wall, coming from magic defense arrays that were used in special fortifications.
    

    
      “The 1st year Skyknight cadets are here for practical training. We are the instructors.”
    

    
      “Please pass over your identification.”
    

    
      They should know the faces of the instructors, but the knight in charge asked for identification with an appearance that meant business. He was standing in front of the wall with several dozen soldiers. It showed how much importance Bajran placed on this place.
    

    
      “It has been confirmed. Please come in.”
    

    
      After checking the documents passed over by the highest ranked instructor, Count Capuin, the knight gave us permission to enter. As we walked towards the wall with our horses, the knight made a fist and shook it in the air. Only then did the thick fortress gate open with the loud grinding of stone.
    

    
      “Hiya!” The instructors hurried their horses inside.
    

    
      The other cadets, whose hearts were probably racing as much as mine, rushed to follow them.
    

    
      ‘Finally!!’
    

    
      Last night, I had a hard time sleeping because of my excitement. I was at the tail end of the line and followed everyone through the gate.
    

    
      “Ah!!”
    

    
      “Wow!!”
    

    
      “Gasp!!”
    

    
      The cadets who had entered through the gate stopped their horses to exclaim with admiration as they blankly stared at the scene before them.
    

    
      ‘Why are they like this, so lame~!’
    

    
      Snorting at the cadets who had stopped at the front of the line, I threaded my horse through the throng and looked ahead.
    

    
      “Wooooow!”
    

    
      In the end, I also couldn’t help but cry out.
    

    
      ‘Th-those are all wyverns!!’
    

    
      A huge valley awaited us beyond the gate. In the valley were an incredible number of wyverns.
    

    
      ‘That’s insane!’
    

    
      Countless wyverns were lying down, flapping their wings, getting cared for by people, or preparing to fly. With large buildings that looked like their houses behind them, the wyverns were enjoying their luxurious daily lives like millionaires at their country homes.
    

    
      “A Gold Wyvern!”
    

    
      “There’s even a wyvern unique to Laviter here!”
    

    
      “Impressive! It’s really impressive!”
    

    
      I wasn’t the only one getting emotional. Everyone here were cadets who dreamed of becoming Skyknights. The little voice inside their heads that whispered that one of those wyverns on the valley could become theirs made everyone very excited.
    

    
      ‘How much money is this! One wyvern, two wyverns, uwaahh! There’s too many to count!’
    

    
      Each one cost at least 200 thousand Gold a pop, and there were 150 of them. In terms of money, I was looking at an astronomical sum.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. I only need one. As long as it’s black, I just need one!’
    

    
      As soon as you owned a wyvern, you would be promoted to noble status. Now, I was half a step closer to my paradise. The next level, becoming a noble, was waiting for me.
    

    
      “Move along, everyone!”
    

    
      The instructors hastened the cadets, who were all standing with their jaws open. We took the horses to one side of the valley, where many large 3-story buildings stood. They were probably the dormitories where the cadets would be staying for two months.
    

    
      “They must be here. Those guys.”
    

    
      As we hustled the horses onwards, two people came to mind. Countess Irene, the Apostle of the Azure Skies, and that one guy named Rothello.
    

    
      ‘Countess Irene, I’m here. To keep my promise with you.’
    

    
      She had told me to become a Skyknight cadet and prove my innocence. Her goddess-like appearance was etched in my mind, in particular, her innocent beauty that exuded a magical charm...
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 29: Meeting Him
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Wyverns have a sensitive temperament, and the Skyknights who own wyverns are barons at the very least. Bear in mind that they will request a battle to the death to anyone who injures their wyvern, so watch your actions!”
    

    
      The practical training quarters were as top quality as the dorms in the capital. Once we reached them, Viscount Atuan laid down some cautionary words.
    

    
      “Then is it alright if we go look around without bothering the wyverns?”
    

    
      “Of course. As long as you keep in mind that causing a scene will earn you a silent arrow to the throat, there shouldn’t be any issues.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      As expected of the simple Viscount Atuan, even his response was masterful in its bluntness.
    

    
      “Dismissed! From tomorrow on, you will be personally trained by enlisted Skyknights!”
    

    
      “As you command!” cried out the practical training cadets. Everyone’s faces were flushed, as if their excitement hadn’t died down yet.
    

    
      ‘So in order to get a wyvern from a noble family, you have to get training here, huh?’
    

    
      There were around 300 wyverns operating in the empire’s capital. Roughly 150 were stationed here, and the rest were affiliated with individual lords. But whether you got one from a lord or from the empire, you could only acquire a wyvern if you graduated from Skyknight Academy first. No matter what kind of noble you were, it was empire law that you could not formally own a wyvern before becoming a Skyknight. This was probably the greatest measure the empire could take to prevent their valuable wyverns from going to unskilled individuals.
    

    
      “Russell, aren’t you surprised?”
    

    
      “Not really.”
    

    
      ‘What a special guy.’ A person who wanted to become a Skyknight for revenge showed no reaction to seeing over a hundred wyverns.
    

    
      “Wanna go out?”
    

    
      “No thanks. I’ll see plenty tomorrow. I want to rest.”
    

    
      ‘Seriously, why is a guy like this?’
    

    
      Even though I felt the distance between us had shrunk a lot, at times like this, Russell really felt like a guy from a faraway land. Saying he was tired, he went off into his assigned quarters.
    

    
      “Hyneth, do you wanna go look outside?”
    

    
      “No. A place without gardens or flowers is...” Hyneth, a girl with only flowers and gardens in her head, shook her head with a powerless voice.
    

    
      ‘Uwaah! This is why a person has to choose their friends well!’
    

    
      Thanks to Hyneth, I was branded a loser and didn’t have any other friends. The others were already going out in groups of three or four, but I was forced to wail about my deep loneliness.
    

    
      ‘Alright, since when have I had friends... Hah.’
    

    
      I wasn’t one to get down by something like this. If you don’t have teeth, then use your gums, and if you don’t have gums, then use your dentures— that was the kind of mentality I, Kang Hyuk, possessed.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘It’s huuuge.’
    

    
      Seeing the scale of the covert from the wall vs. seeing it in the flesh was a world of difference. Running through the hangars for the wyverns’ exclusive use was a long, 4-lane-wide road.
    

    
      
        Squeaal! Squeaaal! Baaaa! Baaaaaa!
      
    

    
      ‘They’re eating all of that?’’
    

    
      It wasn’t just one or two. Over a hundred pigs, sheep, and cows were transported into the covert on dozens of carriages.
    

    
      “How’s the quality of the sheep today?”
    

    
      “They are top grade sheep raised on the Silve Plains.”
    

    
      “Really? Then give me one of those today.”
    

    
      As the carriages loaded with foodstuffs passed by, people who were knight-rank came out of the wyvern barracks and ordered sheep, pigs, and cows.
    

    
      ‘Exactly how much do they eat every day?’
    

    
      Wyverns were like moving mountains. I thought they would have to eat at least one pig per day to maintain their bulk.
    

    
      
        Baaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      The selected sheep was unloaded from the carriage, then dragged by the soldiers attending the wyvern and taken into the huge hangars.
    

    
      Crunch. ‘Do they eat it whole?’ The bloody sounds of the sheep’s bones getting crunched could be heard even from outside the barracks. ‘They’ve got it good. It’s no different from a pampered pooch living in a wealthy household.’ 
    

    
      As long as there weren’t any wars, this place was wyvern heaven. After finishing its meal, the wyvern with blood still on its jaws came outside. The next moment, there were people rushing to wipe the blood on its face with towels. The scene made you wonder who the master was.
    

    
      ‘If you take off in one go, it would be damn cool.’
    

    
      I had only seen wyverns a few times, but the more I saw them, the deeper my awe grew. Each wyvern boasted a sleek hide according to the characteristics of each race. These were beasts that could block most spells and most physical attacks, like arrows. They possessed the strength to crush a knight’s armor with their steel-like claws.
    

    
      I could understand why people said that a wyvern’s appearance could rewrite the history of a war.
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Black Wyverns!’
    

    
      While walking along, I arrived at a place that was obviously different from the rest of the covert. The wyvern quarters here were made with black stones, and the yard in front of each barrack was a little larger. I could immediately tell that the wyverns here received better treatment.
    

    
      Then I saw it-- a Black Wyvern gleaming like the night sky. This race, the treasure of the Bajran Empire, was enjoying the warm sunshine with its huge wings outstretched.
    

    
      “Hashice, don’t you get bored of it? Do you really have to put me through this every time you eat?”
    

    
      ‘This voice is?’
    

    
      From the wyvern’s back came a man’s familiar voice. As he busily scratched the Black Wyvern’s itchy spots with a large steel rake, the man appeared from the wyvern’s left wing.
    

    
      ‘So I get to meet Rothello here.’
    

    
      Rothello, the Skyknight of the Imperial Guard I had met at Elmar’s Resthouse and had boasted he would buy me a drink if I got admitted, was sweating intensely as he scratched his wyvern. The appearance of an empire’s top elite was nowhere to be found, replaced by a pitiful scullery maid.
    

    
      Heedless of Rothello’s complaining, the Black Wyvern named Hashice simply growled with pleasure.
    

    
      “Oi! Because of you, I can’t find romance! Do I have to do this kind of thing every day at my age!” Pausing with the rake, Rothello shouted with pent-up anger.
    

    
      Flap flap flap! As if saying he didn’t want to hear it, Hashice flapped his ponderous wings.
    

    
      “Uwaaah! Save me!”
    

    
      The light wingstrokes of the wyvern from wings almost 10 meters long made Rothello, who had been on top, scream as he flew into the sky. Even so, Rothello had the strong willpower to not let go of his steel rake. With a composure that didn’t match his screaming, Rothello spun a few times in the air and lightly landed on his feet.
    

    
      “Graaah! Today, you’re dead so I can live!”
    

    
      As if seriously enraged, Rothello discarded his face as a Skyknight and ran towards his wyvern.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      While running, he met eyes with me, who was watching his pathetic antics.
    

    
      “It’s been a while, Sir Rothello.”
    

    
      “K, Kyre? Hahaha! You got into Skyknight Academy? You didn’t let down my expectations!” said Rothello, still remembering my name. A bright smile bloomed on his cynical face.
    

    
      “But sir, do you have to do this every day if you become a Skyknight?”
    

    
      It didn’t matter if the profession was the most honorable in the world. I got the foreboding that you would even have to clean up wyvern mega poop, so I had to ask.
    

    
      “Ha, haha! This is... a sign of affection. Because if you can’t feel a bond with your wyvern during flight, that translates directly into danger.”
    

    
      Rothello scratched his head, smiling awkwardly. However, he didn’t look embarrassed. Even as he spoke, he was looking at his Black Wyvern, Hashice, with a loving gaze.
    

    
      “Are you a summoner, sir?”
    

    
      “Hm? How did you know?”
    

    
      ‘Is this what a spirit smells like?’ Until just recently, I hadn’t been able to tell, but after making a contract with multiple spirits, I could instinctively pick out a spirit’s scent. I could feel the traces of a wind spirit from Rothello.
    

    
      “It would be difficult to become the master of a Black Wyvern as a knight, right?”
    

    
      “That’s true. Haha! That’s one of the advantages of being a summoner.”
    

    
      Rothello’s smile could have come off as arrogant, but it didn’t, because I knew his character. 
    

    
      “May I ride once?”
    

    
      Looking at the Black Wyvern’s onyx wings, I couldn’t help but think of flying, my most anticipated dream.
    

    
      “Not yet; all wyverns, including Black Wyverns, must receive permission to fly from control.”
    

    
      ‘Permission to fly? Well, I guess that’s to be expected.’
    

    
      If you took a wyvern and defected, the empire would take an enormous loss, so they probably kept a thorough watch on everyone.
    

    
      “But don’t worry. It looks like you’ve come for your 1st year practical training; you’ll be able to fly very soon. To the point of bitter regret at that. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      Rothello’s words hinted at some kind of evil plot, like he knew a secret I didn’t.
    

    
      “You didn’t forget your promise, right?”
    

    
      “Promise? Of course not! A big glass to celebrate your admittance! Look forward to it, Kyre!”
    

    
      Rothello was leagues apart from those nobles who only had shit for brains. He was a man I wanted to open my heart to and develop a good relationship with.
    

    
      “I’ll believe in your promise.”
    

    
      “Are you looking around the covert?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Haha! I was like that too. The first time I saw this place, my heart was racing so much I thought I would faint.”
    

    
      So Rothello felt it too. It was a strange feeling that only another Skyknight could understand.
    

    
      “It seems your work is not finished, so I will take my leave.”
    

    
      “Alright, sorry about that. I would have wanted to take you around, but this guy...”
    

    
      Rothello looked helplessly at Hashice, who was waiting with its right wing stretched towards him.
    

    
      ‘A fully-grown wyvern should have the intelligence of a child.’
    

    
      Not all monsters were stupid. Even orcs were capable of making crude arrows or spears and lived in social groups. Among monsters, wyverns were top of the class. If they really were stupid, they wouldn’t be called wyverns, but chicken heads.
    

    
      “Oh right, everywhere else is fine, but don’t go to the building next to the lake over there.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Just don’t. You will learn the reason later, but on a day like this, just don’t go. You don’t want the bad luck to infect you from your first day here.”
    

    
      ‘Bad luck? What the heck is he talking about?’
    

    
      Rothello said something I couldn’t understand, but he refused to say more.
    

    
      “Then, I will see you next time, sir.”
    

    
      “Ah, alright. Enjoy your tour, Kyre.”
    

    
      At some point, Rothello had crawled back onto his wyvern’s right wing and was hard at work scratching it. Contrary to his prickly words, his face was overflowing with joy, and the look in his eyes was as if he was watching a woman he loved.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Hey, you guys, you sure have it rich.”
    

    
      For me, someone coming from a place where humans reigned at the very top, Kirphone Covert was a unique place. Here, wyverns were afforded every luxury. After finishing their meals, ten or so wyverns went out to the lake and were playing in the water. It was like some rich kids eating out at a specialty restaurant in Gangnam and then going to a hotel pool to play.
    

    
      
        [TN: Gangnam is a really expensive, upscale district in Korea.]
      
    

    
      ‘I wonder what kind of place is this?’
    

    
      Telling someone to not press the red button was a surefire way to ignite their curiosity. I decisively ignored Rothello’s warning and approached the building on the lakeside.
    

    
      ‘It looks like a wyvern quarter, but there are no people here?’
    

    
      Other wyverns had at least ten attendants at their beck and call, but this wyvern quarter was completely silent. It was located quite far from the other wyvern quarters.
    

    
      ‘There’s definitely a wyvern inside.’
    

    
      My senses became more sensitive as my mana grew. I could feel a wyvern’s huge presence inside the building.
    

    
      ‘Blood?’
    

    
      Blood and fishy smells flowed into the yard, which was overgrown with weeds. A horrifying energy loomed in the air.
    

    
      ‘Did it bite someone?’
    

    
      Various thoughts floated through my mind, but my curiosity unwittingly deepened.
    

    
      ‘Should I go inside?’
    

    
      Unlike the other wyverns, who received noble treatment, the wyvern here was treated almost like a piece of waste. There had to be special circumstances at play.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, what’s there to fear? The instructors didn’t even say to avoid this place.’
    

    
      I was a little worried about Rothello’s warning, but I couldn’t overcome my vigorous curiosity. Steeling myself, I walked towards the closed-off wyvern quarter.
    

    
      ‘There’s a side door there.’
    

    
      The wyvern quarters were built with hinged doors on both ends, like airports in modern times. I saw a small side door for humans on one side.
    

    
      Gulp. Despite my bravado, my body seemed to have tensed up, and I gulped with nervousness.
    

    
      ‘Eurgh, what’s with this coldness?’ As I walked step by step, I felt a cold energy. Before I knew it, I was already standing in front of the side door.
    

    
      I slowly grabbed the handle and opened the door.
    

    
      The smell of blood, so intense it made me gag, rushed out from the opening of the door. I hesitated for a moment.
    

    
      However, because I believed in my skills, I carefully moved inside.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      The moment I stepped in, a burning gaze from two huge crimson pupils shot down on me.
    

    
      ‘B-Black Wyvern!’
    

    
      Sunlight shone in from the door I had opened, illuminating a Black Wyvern bigger than any I had seen so far.
    

    
      ‘Golden stripes!!’
    

    
      More surprisingly, the Black Wyvern’s body was marked with several golden stripes.
    

    
      ‘So, so beautiful!’
    

    
      As if painted with gold, the golden markings shone even in the dim light.
    

    
      The wyvern directed strong bloodthirst towards me, the person who had stepped into its territory. It stared at me with blood-red eyes that burned like the sun; the black eyes characteristic of Black Wyverns was nowhere to be found.
    

    
      ‘It is a sad beast.’
    

    
      Someone else might feel a heart-crushing fear from seeing this Black Wyvern, but my heart was saying this: the guy sending bloodthirst my way was a pitiful creature who had gone half-mad with loneliness.
    

    
      Graaahh! The wyvern let out a low roar.
    

    
      ‘It even has shackles on its ankles!’
    

    
      Unlike the other wyverns, who enjoyed their freedom, this one had heavy steel shackles on its ankles, and those shackles were connected to stakes that were driven deep into the ground. Thick blocks of steel were wrapped around the stakes.
    

    
      ‘To get treated like this... what exactly is his identity?’ It had roared towards me as if warning an enemy, but I wasn’t afraid. ‘They even just throw random scraps at it and don’t even clean up afterwards.’
    

    
      I didn’t know how long he had been here, but the whole building was penetrated with a rotten, fishy smell.
    

    
      ‘You poor thing.’
    

    
      Pity began to well up in my heart. No, I felt some other kind of intense emotion towards this wyvern with the golden stripes.
    

    
      “Do you want to go out?” I could not help but say.
    

    
      As if he understood my words, the wyvern’s pupils trembled.
    

    
      ‘He longs for freedom.’
    

    
      Within his trembling eyes screamed an instinct that wished to fly high in the sky. However, he had clearly accumulated a lot of distrust towards humans, and the trembling in his eyes was soon replaced by a loud roar as he brandished his sharp teeth towards me.
    

    
      ‘You...’ Filled with sympathy, I took a step forward. My approach made the wyvern move, its shackles clanging together.
    

    
      “Please, please do not get any closer.”
    

    
      ‘Ah!’ Just then, I heard a woman’s calm voice behind me. ‘This voice is—?’
    

    
      I clearly remembered the owner of this voice. I turned my head.
    

    
      “Mm...” A small sound escaped my lips as my expectations were met.
    

    
      We had only met once, but I remembered her down to her expression. She was a woman whose expression of regret towards the wyvern matched mine.
    

    
      That woman’s name was...
    

    
      

      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 30: Cursed Wyvern
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Igis...’
    

    
      It was Igis, the older sister of Razcion and one of only two princesses in Bajran. She was  wearing a gorgeous trainee uniform embroidered in golden thread signifying the dignity of the imperial family. ‘Razcion said she wasn’t in the imperial palace; so this is where she was.’
    

    
      I heard that because the very first Bajran Emperor was a Skyknight with a Black Wyvern, all members of the imperial family, including the emperor, had to be proficient with wyverns. Therefore, the leader of the Skyknight Imperial Guard was traditionally not a noble, but the emperor himself. That’s how inseparable wyverns were to the imperial family.
    

    
      ‘It really increases her charm.’
    

    
      Igis naturally exuded a refined aura. With her neatly tied up, wavy golden hair and her glowing, clear complexion, Igis broadened my knowledge on the beauty of a woman once again.
    

    
      “Bebeto, calm yourself. Kyre is a good person.” 
    

    
      ‘They know each other?’
    

    
      The noble princess gazed at the seemingly discarded wyvern with regretful eyes. Then, she stepped towards him.
    

    
      “Ah! It’s dangerous!”
    

    
      Despite my warning, Igis continued approaching the wyvern named Bebeto. “Did you eat?” she said to the wyvern, her voice as friendly as if speaking to a close friend.
    

    
      Gruuuuu... The mountain of a wyvern blinked at her question and purred like a cat.
    

    
      “I’m sorry... I should come visit more often. Training is done now.” Igis’ voice held deep affection. It was surprising that a princess of a great empire could have such a soft side.
    

    
      With a gentle touch, Igis stroked Bebeto’s leg, even though his body was incomparably filthy. “You’re already five years old.”
    

    
      ‘Five years old? Then he’s all grown up.’
    

    
      Wyverns had a lifespan of 50 to 60 years. Once they reached four or five, they were fully grown.
    

    
      “He’s a reliable fellow, right?”
    

    
      “Huh? Well, I suppose...”
    

    
      ‘Reliable? If this guy is reliable, then a chick is as strong as an elephant.’
    

    
      “Bebeto is probably the only wyvern who hasn’t been able to fly in the big blue sky even once despite being full-grown. Even though he has such cool and sturdy wings...”
    

    
      Igis looked to be on the verge of tears. I saw from my position next to her that her eyelashes were softly trembling, and tears were pooling in her eyes.
    

    
      ‘Is it okay for a princess to be like this?’
    

    
      According to my common sense, a princess should be even more of a spoiled brat than nobles. But Igis wasn’t like that at all. I was able to confirm that the smile, friendliness, and refinement she had shown me when we first met weren’t pretenses.
    

    
      “But why is Bebeto locked up in a place like this?”
    

    
      I couldn’t understand it. Even though he had the size and force to play with an ogre like a marble, he was stuck in this dark, smelly storage room. 
    

    
      “Are you unaware of the hybrid taboo?”
    

    
      “Huh? Hybrid taboo?” I’d never heard of such a thing.
    

    
      “One of the taboos among Skyknights, passed down for who knows how long, is owning a wyvern born from hybridization.”
    

    
      “Why is that a problem? He looks sturdier and stronger than other wyverns...”
    

    
      “The moment one tries to fly with Bebeto, he would be the first to be attacked by every wyvern from the enemy side.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      ‘The heck, then if you fly with him, you get ganged up on?’
    

    
      “For whatever reason, wyverns become aggressive upon seeing a hybrid wyvern. Even Skyknights themselves will aim at hybrid wyverns first. Essentially, for some reason, wyverns do not mate between races. When a wyvern is rarely born of such hybridization, it often causes a problem. It happens very rarely, but sometimes, a hybrid with unexpected strength is born. The taboo against such wyverns is severe, so hybrid wyverns are considered cursed. That is because the owners of hybrid wyverns have all been killed by other wyverns and their Skyknights.”
    

    
      ‘Mixed-blood racism?’ Racism towards mixed-blood people was slowly becoming an issue in Korea as well. It seemed Bebeto was a victim of such bullying.
    

    
      “In particular, Bebeto is a hybrid of two of the strongest wyvern races, Black and Gold Wyverns. I suspect that the moment someone takes Bebeto to the sky, they would be targeted by every wyvern and Skyknight around.”
    

    
      Despite his strength, because of this ridiculous taboo, Bebeto was cast away.
    

    
      “May I ask how you became involved with Bebeto, Your Highness?”
    

    
      Bebeto, the hybrid wyvern, was taboo enough to be considered cursed. There should have been no way for them to have met within the imperial palace, which valued honor and prestige above all else.
    

    
      “When I became ten years old and could choose my own Black Wyvern, I met Bebeto for the first time. Black Wyvern babies had not been born for 2 years, but it was then that Bebeto was born.”
    

    
      As she spoke, Igis stroked Bebeto’s hide.
    

    
      ‘Lucky bastard...’ Anyone would be able to understand why I would be jealous of a poor guy who was enjoying Igis’ hand.
    

    
      “Bear it a little longer... I will let you have a taste of the blue sky soon.”
    

    
      ‘How can she be so kind-hearted? A person raised in an imperial palace should be eating rudeness as an appetizer, and arrogance as the main course, and pride as a dessert.’ Igis’ gentle and friendly spirit was somehow uplifting.
    

    
      “Please leave now. It won’t be good if others find out that you have met Bebeto.”
    

    
      ‘To be living worse than a filthy mutt on the streets...’
    

    
      From the moment I saw him, I felt strangely drawn to Bebeto. He was a lonely wyvern visited by no one other than the princess.
    

    
      “Hahaha, hahahaha, hahahahaha!”
    

    
      ‘Eh? What kind of crazy fool is laughing using mana!’
    

    
      As I followed Igis outside, someone’s raucous laughter rang through the yard. Heedless of the fact that this was a place filled with countless wyverns and their noble Skyknight masters, a man was laughing with extreme arrogance.
    

    
      “Who is it?” I said testily, unable to contain myself.
    

    
      “Shh! Please be quiet. It’s him,” Igis whispered, putting a hand to her lips.
    

    
      “Hm? W-who?” 
    

    
      “The next emperor of this Empire, the Crown Prince.”
    

    
      “Ehh!”
    

    
      ‘Oh man, that shit-tempered crown prince is here too?’ When the crown prince was mentioned, I suddenly thought of one guy-- the next lord of the Fasain Duke household and a friend of the crown prince, Tedran. ‘No wonder I had a bad feeling.’
    

    
      Even though the current emperor was revered as the heavenly ruler, he was the setting sun while the crown prince was the rising sun. Moreover, this was a covert filled with nobles. I could guess that the meeting ahead wasn’t going to be filled with pleasantries.
    

    
      ‘But why did Igis refer to him like that?’ The crown prince may have come from a different mother, but they were half-siblings with the same emperor father.
    

    
      ‘She’s afraid of him.’ I could see it now. A strand of anxiety was running through Igis’ clear and pure sky blue eyes. ‘There’s something going on in the imperial family...’
    

    
      From the attempt on the kiddo’s life and Princess Igis’ expression, I could see that the imperial family was shrouded in dark clouds.
    

    
      
        Baam, bam. Squeaaaall!
      
    

    
      ‘What’s with the sound of pigs?’
    

    
      When we were almost out the door, I suddenly heard the squealing of an orc.
    

    
      “Please be careful. He is violent.”
    

    
      Igis didn’t hesitate to warn me about the violent nature of her elder brother, the crown prince, Poltiviran. Hearing those words from her, I could tell that the rumors about Poltiviran were warranted.
    

    
      “Thank you for worrying about me.”
    

    
      ‘Crown prince or whatever, if you fuck with me, I’ll knock you down!’
    

    
      Igis was unaware of one thing. And that was, that my personality was as tenacious as Poltviran’s.
    

    
      

    

    
      “Eat up, Beavis. It’s very delicious, right?”
    

    
      ‘Monsters as a meal?’
    

    
      As Princess Igis and I slowly walked out in order to prevent detection, I saw a spectacle unfolding outside. At least ten Black Wyverns were sitting in the wide clearing at the center of Kirphone Covert. There were also Skyknights who looked to be the wyverns’ owners, as well as a similar number of orcs.
    

    
      The orcs, who were seen as nuisances all over the continent, were all trembling. Pierced in multiple places by wyvern claws, blue blood was flowing from their bodies. Despite that, the orcs had completely given up all resistance. As dauntless as they normally were, in front of the top monsters, wyverns, they were mere mice in front of tigers.
    

    
      ‘That guy is the Crown Prince...’
    

    
      The ten or so Skyknights all had cruel smiles on their faces. At their center was a handsome young man with strawberry golden hair. The Crown Prince was wearing an Air Plate that clearly differentiated him from the other Skyknights; it had a black base with golden adornments.
    

    
      ‘Tyrannical.’
    

    
      That was my first impression of Poltviran. With his slightly squared chin and large eyes, nose, lips, as well as a robust physique and reddish golden hair, the Crown Princes’ temperament gave me the image of a raging fire.
    

    
      “Ohh! So sorry, Beavis likes warm, beating hearts.”
    

    
      Skyknights and cadets were gathering by the minute. The Crown Prince unsheathed his sword adorned with gold and jewels in front of the crowd.
    

    
      ‘Damn!’
    

    
      Then, he plunged his sword without an ounce of hesitation into the chest of an orc that had fallen, trembling, to the ground.
    

    
      
        SQUEEAAAALLLLLL!
      
    

    
      Accompanied by the orc’s scream, Poltviran cut away at the orc’s rib cage with his mana-imbued sword. Then, pulling out the heart of the flailing and still-alive orc, the Crown Prince laughed, “Haha, this one’s very fresh.”
    

    
      He would be perfectly suited to work at the neighborhood butcher shop, not be the next master of the Great Bajran Empire.
    

    
      Groar. Poltviran’s wyvern, Beavis, made a happy sound upon seeing the pounding, blue orc heart. The wyvern was a head bigger than the other wyverns in the area. With a crunch, Beavis snapped up the heart and swallowed it.
    

    
      “Hahaha, eat lots. Let’s go hunting for ogres tomorrow.”
    

    
      ‘If he goes on like this, an Emperor Nero 2.0 might come out.’
    

    
      I was no soothsayer, but I could see the Crown Prince’s future with a single glance. How could a crown prince who would lead the great empire in the future do such a crude thing? If he wanted to feed hearts to his wyvern, then all he had to do was call his attendants, but the Crown Prince dirtied his own hands with violent actions. It made me sorry for orcs despite them being the enemies of humankind.
    

    
      ‘He’s covered in magic.’ The Crown Prince’s airplate was on a different level from a normal knight’s plate mail. ‘The main section is mithril alloy, and it’s got several high-level spells supported by magic crystals; the thing definitely cost hundreds of thousands of Gold.’
    

    
      If it was made with an alloy with only a low amount of mithril, enspelled armor that protected a wyvern’s heart and body could actually be cheaper to produce than an Air Plate made for a Skyknight. Enchanting a huge piece of armor with magic circles was a world of difference from doing the same to a small, human-sized armor. An exquisite work of mana created by the efforts of a skilled mage could not be measured in money. That was especially true for the Crown Prince’s luxury Air Plate, which, from looking at its circuitry, had a 6th Circle magic circle at its heart.
    

    
      “Eat up! As much as you want!” Poltiviran cried.
    

    
      Rooaaar! At his words, the wyverns’ bloodthirsty eyes gleamed bright.
    

    
      
        SQUEEAAALL!
      
    

    
      With horrific ripping noises, the wyverns’ teeth and claws bore into the orcs. Blue blood fountained from the orcs’ bodies as they were torn like paper. The wyverns enjoyed their meal while crunching up the bones and flesh of the orcs, which the group had definitely caught personally.
    

    
      ‘Blargh!’
    

    
      Nausea rushed up inside me as I watched the wyverns slurping up the hot, steamy orc entrails like noodles and chewing up the legs and bodies with their sturdy fangs.
    

    
      “Blegh...”
    

    
      “Urghhh...”
    

    
      Some of the cadets who had never seen such a violent scene before could not endure the sight and vomited on the spot.
    

    
      “Eat lots! Lots and lots! Hahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Poltviran watched the wyverns eating, his eyes twisted in madness.
    

    
      ‘Isn’t he just crazy?’
    

    
      My innocent evaluation of Crown Prince Poltviran: A complete and utter nutjob.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 31: First Flight
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Hold onto the practice airplate you have been issued properly until the end of the training. It may not be up to par with Skyknight gear, but each one of them costs tens of thousands of Gold.”
    

    
      ‘So this is an airplate?’
    

    
      I was holding a practice airplate. It was an elaborate iron armor enspelled with weight lightening magic; underneath the iron was soft leather that protected a person’s whole body, including their fingers and toes.
    

    
      ‘It’s pretty light.’ Though the armor looked fairly heavy, it felt like it might barely reach 10 kilos in weight.
    

    
      “Because it will not be used in battle, the practice airplates do not have defense spells or mithril content. However, they are fundamentally enspelled with Fly for your safety in case of an emergency.” Viscount Atuan’s loud voice rang out in the drill hall in front of the sleeping quarters.
    

    
      “Che, what the heck. Not even my family’s soldiers would wear something like this.”
    

    
      “I miss my armor at home.”
    

    
      Some rich brats in the back complained with a cheeky attitude. They really acted like they had skills, despite having none.
    

    
      ‘So if you wear airplate armor, you won’t feel hot or cold, huh.’ 
    

    
      Rain or snow, Skyknights had to fly atop their wyverns. Even a 5th Circle mage or Blade Knight would be unable to endure long periods of cold or heat. Therefore, airplates were invented-- a miraculous armor difficult to make with 21st century science was produced using the omnipotent strength that was magic.
    

    
      “From now on, until training ends, you must wear your airplates at all times, except when you sleep. Then, everyone, put them on now!”
    

    
      Even if Viscount Atuan hadn’t said anything, I was curious about what wearing an airplate felt like. Tossing my cloak to the ground, I equipped the armor on top of my cadet uniform.
    

    
      ‘It’s light and comfortable enough to put it on without the help of an attendant.’
    

    
      The practice airplates had been made in all sorts of sizes. The helmet, torso, legs, and arms were all separate pieces.
    

    
      “If you draw your mana, the armor will automatically be equipped,” explained Viscount Atuan amiably.
    

    
      I drew a little mana, and the separated pieces clicked together as if bound by magnets. ‘Wow, not even a little wind can get through.’ Despite being made for training purposes, I couldn’t help but admire the airplate’s performance. First of all, it was comfortable. Thanks to temperature control magic regulating the inside of the suit, it felt like my body’s condition was being maintained at its highest state.
    

    
      ‘Let’s put on the helmet, too.’ The roundish helmet had a clear, glass-like material protecting the eyes. The practice airplates were devoid of all decoration, but it was clear that the suit was made with care.
    

    
      “In a moment, the Skyknights who will help with your training will arrive. You will spend the next few months with them, so I hope you will treat them with respect.”
    

    
      ‘Skyknights?’
    

    
      “Students, do your best. Know that there are no second chances if you fail your flight training!”
    

    
      Here, thorough practical training was highly emphasized. That was how Bajran’s Skyknights could emerge as honorable knights respected across the continent.
    

    
      “T-the Skyknights are coming.”
    

    
      “Oh! They’re the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard!”
    

    
      ‘Skyknights of the Imperial Guard!’ The cadets who were busily putting on their armor got excited upon seeing the approaching Skyknights. ‘There she is!’
    

    
      I whirled to look at the Skyknights and instantly confirmed the existence of one woman among them.
    

    
      ‘Apostle of the Azure Skies, Countess Irene...’
    

    
      Countess Irene, the Skyknight who had helped me several months ago, was wearing a red cloak, a silver airplate, and a black scarf around her neck. Her glistening, long silver hair fluttered in the wind as she walked. The sight of this woman with a body as lithe as an android from Galaxy Express 888 made my heart pound. I had wanted to see Countess Irene; it seemed she had gotten even more beautiful in the few months I hadn’t seen her.
    

    
      
        [TN: Refers to Galaxy Express 999, a Japanese space opera manga/anime.]
      
    

    
      “Welcome, Countess Irene.”
    

    
      “You’ve worked hard.”
    

    
      She was much younger than him, but Viscount Atuan politely lowered his head towards Countess Irene, and Irene acknowledged him with a light nod.
    

    
      “A-Apostle of the Azure Skies, Irene!”
    

    
      “That Irene, who killed ten enemy wyverns on her own?”
    

    
      Alfonso, Luciella, and I had already met her, but the cadets who hadn’t exclaimed in surprise.
    

    
      ‘Ten on her own?’
    

    
      By all counts, she looked like an elegant lily. It was hard to believe that such a woman had single handedly defeated ten wyverns.
    

    
      “I am Countess Irene. Nice to meet you, recruits.” Her red, small mouth opened as she uttered hard, militant words. “I am pleased to work together from today onwards with the recruits who will lead the Empire’s future.”
    

    
      Just then, I met eyes with Irene and quirked a smile at her. As I did so, I saw a flash of surprise in her solemn eyes.
    

    
      ‘Hooh! She smiled at me!’ Then she made a tiny smile. I was sure she hadn’t forgotten me.
    

    
      “Then, go stand in front of the Skyknight you wish you work with! Knights should go to knights, summoners to summoners, and mages to mages!”
    

    
      ‘You can pick on your own?’
    

    
      This method of training was really exceptional. Perhaps it was for the future of the nobles who would lead the empire in the future, but they were even offering one on one guidance.
    

    
      As soon as the command was given, the cadets rushed with alarming speed to stand behind the Skyknights standing in rank and file. Their sleeves had marks showing whether they were knights, summoners, or mages, so the cadets made lines in front of the Skyknights they liked.
    

    
      ‘May he rest in peace. Tsk tsk.’
    

    
      As soon as Hyneth in all her charm approached a Skyknight, his jaw dropped and he looked blown away. If he knew that the girl in front of him was the only daughter of Bajran’s mad dog family, he would probably want to jump onto his wyvern and defect to an enemy country.
    

    
      “Why haven’t you gone to anyone yet?” 
    

    
      The guys from strong families had mostly chosen Skyknights from the Imperial Guard, while people from regional families were in front of regular Skyknights. In just a few moments, the dust had settled. I was the only one who hadn’t gone up to someone yet.
    

    
      “Sir, I have already chosen someone.”
    

    
      “Huh? Who?” Viscount Atuan, who always watched me, was confused by my words.
    

    
      “There is only one Skyknight left here, isn’t there?” I said, looking at Irene.
    

    
      “Th-that won’t do. It seems you’ve misunderstood something. Countess Irene will not personally train—”
    

    
      “It is fine, Viscount Atuan. I will take on this trainee.”
    

    
      “N-no... Countess, you are busy with general command...” flustered Viscount Atuan, as if nothing like this had happened before.
    

    
      “It’s not my first time taking on a trainee, so please don’t worry.”
    

    
      ‘Wow! I’ve struck gold.’
    

    
      I was also familiar with Sir Rothello, but I was somehow more drawn to Countess Irene. If I was going to be trained now anyway, Countess Irene was a thousand times better than some sweaty man.
    

    
      
        [TN: Yeah... ‘somehow.’ We know you be thirsty af!]
      
    

    
      “Then we will begin the first day of training. Go with the Skyknight you have chosen to the wyvern hangar.”
    

    
      There was no need for a long speech. Intensive training was starting from the very first day.
    

    
      ‘Will we fly into the sky now?’
    

    
      I could fly on my own with Fly magic, but this would be my first time going into the clouds with a wyvern, which was like a fighter jet in modern terms. Just thinking about it made my whole body tingle with excitement.
    

    
      ‘Oooooh!’
    

    
      The beautiful Countess Irene was walking in front of me. Every other guy cadet was sending me jealous gazes. As we walked, a woman’s fragrance drifted towards me on the wind.
    

    
      It was a rule that only the courageous could earn a woman’s favor. In terms of courage, I was none other than a true hero.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Countess Irene, do you have training?”
    

    
      “Greetings to Your Highness.”
    

    
      “Greetings to Your Highness!”
    

    
      ‘Oi oi oi, why is this guy here?’
    

    
      The Crown Prince had a protection duty of ten Imperial Guard Skyknights. He was raking Irene with his light grey eyes, which glinted with madness. However, because I wasn’t yet at the level where I could officially oppose the Crown Prince, I lowered my head and pretended to not be there.
    

    
      “Yes, Your Highness. The cadets have training from today onwards.”
    

    
      “Isn’t it fine even if you don’t personally participate, Countess Irene? And to think the cadet isn’t even female, but male...” said the Crown Prince, looking my way.
    

    
      ‘Eh? This crazy guy has feelings towards Irene?’
    

    
      The Crown Prince exuded an aura of an alpha and showed hostility towards me.
    

    
      “You also received training from me, didn’t you, Your Highness.”
    

    
      “That may be true, but... it’s too much to compare me with someone like him, right?”
    

    
      ‘What? This guy, to Irene—!’
    

    
      I began to have a slightly bad feeling. This tyrannical wolf of a crown prince would never suit Irene, who was as graceful as a lily. My impression of Poltviran, which was already negative, began to tank even more.
    

    
      “To me, you and this cadet are the same, Your Highness.”
    

    
      “Haha, how disappointing. For me, the crown prince of the Empire, to be compared to this unpleasant black-haired—hm? Now that I look at you, you must be that Kyre!”
    

    
      ‘He knows me?’ Poltviran spat out my name as if he knew me.
    

    
      “The Crown Prince is talking to you!” thundered the knight standing at the Crown Prince’s side. 
    

    
      “I am Kyre.”
    

    
      “So you are that Kyre. You’re the one who threw nobles and all of the empire’s prestige onto the ground.”
    

    
      ‘You’re really going to do this? This guy!’ I was sure that Tedran, that slimy rat, had tattled to the Crown Prince.
    

    
      Poltviran suddenly unsheathed his sword with the hissing of steel.
    

    
      ‘Really, dude?’
    

    
      He did seem to have quite a lot of mana, but it was still a far cry from me.
    

    
      Then he swung his sword towards my neck with fairly clean movements. There wasn’t any bloodthirst, so I didn’t dodge. Rather, I was too dumbfounded to.
    

    
      ‘You really want to die that badly, huh.’
    

    
      “Kukuku. For a commoner to disdain nobles and the empire’s prestige... A filthy commoner.”
    

    
      Poltviran the nutjob let out an unpleasant laugh and continued to say very irritating words.
    

    
      “What are you doing!” Watching with wide eyes, Irene’s voice went up an octave.
    

    
      “Just stay right there and watch, Knight Irene. I am currently delivering a hot warning to this guy, who dares to treat the empire and all of its nobles like dog shit on the street.”
    

    
      “Even... even if you are the crown prince... Such an action oversteps the honor of His Imperial Majesty Alvatreon, who founded the empire, and the current emperor, His Imperial Majesty Havitron! To threaten someone here, in a place that can be called the empire’s honor, and a Skyknight cadet who should be treated like a pseudo-knight, at that... Please quickly put down your sword!” Irene’s enraged cry pierced through the air.
    

    
      “Presumptuous! You may be a countess, but how dare you criticize the Crown Prince himself!” The wolf’s faithful cronies bared their teeth.
    

    
      ‘She’s very brave.’
    

    
      The Crown Prince had drawn his sword and was waving it around, but I didn’t feel much danger, because if I put my mind to it, I could turn him into a fried squid with a little magic. Without knowing how close he was dancing to death, the Crown Prince blabbered on about the empire and nobles’ prestige. I was just standing by, watching his actions quietly, though I was ready to beat down his flapping mouth if need be. However, I was touched by Irene’s brave defense in my stead.
    

    
      “Puhahahahahaha!” The nutjob suddenly broke out in laughter. “Good! I like this side of you, Countess Irene. It’s very charming.”
    

    
      This guy didn’t have even a shred of a crown prince’s dignity. He stared at Irene with big and bright eyes that looked as if he wanted to swallow her whole. 
    

    
      “Are you still thinking about my proposal?”
    

    
      At the Crown Prince’s veiled question, Countess Irene trembled all over. Considering how red her face got, it seemed she was feeling very humiliated.
    

    
      “I, I say this once again, I will never accept even if I die! Never!” gritted Irene vehemently.
    

    
      “Is that so? Haha. I’m very curious as to how long you can hold out. I’m also curious as to how long I can continue to be this courteous...” Poltviran’s previously polite manner towards Irene cooled into rudeness.
    

    
      ‘Isn’t this guy closer to a back-alley scamp than a crown prince?’
    

    
      “The trainees are waiting, so please excuse us.”
    

    
      The trainees and Skyknights had already mounted wyverns and were gathering in front of the hangar.
    

    
      “Kukuku...” The Crown Prince laughed darkly instead of responding.
    

    
      ‘I guarantee it. If this guy becomes the emperor, the empire will perish in 3 years.’ This wasn’t a crown prince, but a neighborhood gangster.
    

    
      Irene gave him a short farewell and left. “Then, goodbye.”
    

    
      I also lowered my head and followed her.
    

    
      “Kuku.”
    

    
      The nutjob didn’t say anything and just laughed. However, his eyes swimming with lunacy said it all: he wanted to rip Irene and me to pieces.
    

    
      

    

    
      “Prepare the two-seater saddle.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      I followed Irene to the hangar where the Black Wyverns were gathering. After leaving the Crown Prince, we walked in utter silence, and then she gave a command to the knights who were on standby.
    

    
      ‘So cool!’
    

    
      It wasn’t that common for a beautiful woman to be so wise in addition to being so dignified. Irene didn’t shrink down in front of the next emperor and she was able to state her opinion. She was as cool as a career woman confidently living her life.
    

    
      ‘I wonder which one it is, Irene’s wyvern...’
    

    
      I began to anticipate seeing Irene’s Black Wyvern. It was a ruler of the skies that represented the Bajran Empire. With my thumping heart, I waited for the hangar door to open.
    

    
      The hangar was a huge building where a wyvern could rest and gather. As if operated by magic, the enormous door opened slowly and smoothly with a creak.
    

    
      ‘Oooohh~!’
    

    
      It was high noon-- the sun was in the middle of the sky. Amidst glorious roaring that would dash away all evils of the world, a single gleaming Black Wyvern was revealed as the door opened. 
    

    
      Groooooooar! As light flooded the hangar through the opening door, the wyvern saw Irene and let out a short cry. It flapped its great wings, making the ground shake.
    

    
      “What would you like to do with your Blessed Spear?”
    

    
      “We will only execute a test flight today. Mounting the weapons is not required.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The Blessed Spear. It was a magic item in the shape of a spear exclusively used by Skyknights. The moment mana was injected and the spear was thrown, this important offensive item would fly towards the target with enormous speed. 
    

    
      ‘I wouldn’t mind if you just loaded it on though.’
    

    
      I had heard about it and personally experienced an attack, but hadn’t seen it loaded up close. As a magic item, it didn’t cost just a penny or two, and you couldn’t even buy it in a regular magic or weapon store. Because of its danger, unauthorized acquisition and selling was a taboo in the empire.
    

    
      “Get on.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Like this.”
    

    
      Irene pointed at her wyvern’s back and told me to get on as if it were just a car I could hop into. To demonstrate, she lightly kicked off the ground and flew into the air.
    

    
      ‘11 points out of 10!’
    

    
      With the use of mana, Irene leapt 4 meters off the ground and accurately landed into the saddle on the wyvern’s neck area. If she were to compete in Olympic gymnastics, she could just take home the gold no problem.
    

    
      ‘I can’t lose, can I?’
    

    
      My seat was behind Irene’s. Fueled by mana, I flew into the air.
    

    
      ‘Huhu.’
    

    
      In my head, I imagined a magnificent arc. It was my first time, but this much wasn’t a problem for me.
    

    
      However, the sudden gust of wind blowing towards me from flapping wings was outside of my calculations.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      
        Crash!
      
    

    
      “Hohoho, hohohoho.”
    

    
      “Puhaha, hahahaha!”
    

    
      Caught off guard, laughter rang out in the hangar. The wyvern had lightly dodged and flapped its wings to knock me off-course.
    

    
      ‘T–this big lump of a pheasant! Aaarghh!’
    

    
      Thanks to the wyvern’s flapping, I was blown not into the saddle, but onto the wyvern’s hard back. And my precious eggs slammed into the wyvern, causing a hot wave of agony that made my eyes and nose run with tears and snot. 
    

    
      “Ahem...” Irene couldn’t do anything about it, but she glared at her staff members, who were way more experienced than me. They coughed and turned away. “Hope you’ll understand. It’s a tradition that always occurs when you get on a wyvern for the first time.”
    

    
      Looking at my enraged expression, the silver-haired woman made a refreshing smile.
    

    
      ‘It’s not a birthday punch, but a flight punch? Okay, it’s tradition, so I’ll bear it. But... you chicken head, you dare to play jokes on a human! I’ll remember you!’
    

    
      The head wasn’t pointy, so it seemed to be a female wyvern rather than a male. Grinding my teeth, I vowed to have my revenge for today.
    

    
      “Get in the saddle and put on the belt.”
    

    
      Unlike the front seat, which was attached to four reins connected to the wyvern’s horns and head, the back seat had security rings. 
    

    
      ‘Isn’t this too close?’
    

    
      The two-seater was located on the wyvern’s neck area. The person sitting in the back would definitely touch the one in the front.
    

    
      I gulped down the saliva that suddenly pooled in my mouth, then sat behind Irene.
    

    
      ‘So this is the rig they use here.’
    

    
      There were two holes at the waist of my airplate where I could attach safety equipment. I fastened the rings to the wyvern’s safety belt. The rings snapped on with ease.
    

    
      ‘This is a wyvern...’
    

    
      My heart raced, thumping. We hadn’t taken off yet, but we were 4 meters above the ground. I could hear the wyvern’s slow heartbeat through the saddle, arousing an indescribable emotion within me.
    

    
      “Vivirian, please.”
    

    
      ‘Vivirian? It’s a name that would never suit a wyvern.’
    

    
      Vivirian, Irene’s wyvern that I vowed to get back at, let out a short roar and then began to run.
    

    
      ‘Woow!’
    

    
      The wyvern rapidly moved in preparation for flight. The movement of the wyvern’s muscles, which easily weighed a ton, was fully relayed to me in the saddle.
    

    
      Then, the Black Wyvern’s broad wings were spread wide.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      I was speechless in my excitement. In modern terms, a wyvern was like a fighter jet. A normal civilian in the 21st century would never get to experience riding something like that.
    

    
      “Fly! Vivirian!” shouted Irene.
    

    
      Before I knew it, all the ground staff were far behind us, and all I could hear was the roaring of the wind and the flapping of Vivirian’s wings.
    

    
      ‘We’re flying! Flying, finally!’
    

    
      The wyvern flight of my dreams was finally happening. I wasn’t riding my own, but Irene’s, but I couldn’t expect too much for my first flight.
    

    
      “Hold on tight.”
    

    
      ‘Tight? Where?’
    

    
      I was a proper man, so I couldn’t just grab Irene’s waist because it was dangerous and I was scared.
    

    
      “I’m alright,” I said in return. I felt like I could easily keep my balance. 
    

    
      ‘Uwah!’
    

    
      As soon as I said so, just like when an airplane had turbulence, my body lifted from the saddle, causing me to put strength into my butt. Then, Vivirian’s powerfully flapping wings began to accelerate, and her body lifted off into the air. 
    

    
      “Uwaaaahh!”
    

    
      I was putting a ton of strength into my legs, but I wasn’t holding onto anything in front of me. The feeling of my upper body falling backwards made all my hairs stand up. Then, my two hands unwittingly moved like lightning and grabbed Irene.
    

    
      ‘Wah!’
    

    
      But my problems didn’t end there. The place I happened to grab was actually Irene’s chest area! The airplate was there, but my hands accurately (involuntarily) grabbed Irene’s two breasts.
    

    
      ‘Jeez, how embarrassing!’ Not one minute, no, ten seconds after saying I was fine, I was forced to hold on for dear life. My pride as a man was ripped to pieces. ‘But... it’s still nice. Huhu.’
    

    
      Currently, I was clutching Irene from behind like a sexual predator. The strange imagery that drifted through my thoughts made my chest heat up. 
    

    
      
        Woosh, woosh, woooosh!
      
    

    
      ‘Ah... so this is flight.’
    

    
      After securing my position, I could look around at the scene before us. As Irene’s wyvern lifted into the air, dozens of other wyverns began to follow her up.
    

    
      It was incredible. The powerful vigor of the wyverns was as if they were about to depart for war. And I was at the lead. Deep in my heart, I was able to see for myself what a Skyknight truly was.
    

    
      ‘So cool!’
    

    
      I couldn’t say anything, but admiration rang out in my heart. From hundreds of meters above ground, I dreamed. I dreamed of a flight with my very own wyvern in the future...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Impudent bitch...”
    

    
      With the Skyknight trainees on their backs, the wyverns were lifting off from the covert. One man was scowling at the wyvern in the very front with a cold smile. 
    

    
      “Your Highness, please give the order. She may be a countess, but in the end, she is just a woman,” said one of the knights belonging to Crown Prince Poltviran’s Imperial Guard. All of his knights knew what was on his mind.
    

    
      “Say that again,” the Crown Prince said, turning to look at his knight.
    

    
      “Countess Irene has rejected a proposal from the next master of this empire, the Crown Prince himself, so even if we must kidnap—” 
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Ack!”
    

    
      As the knight spoke, Crown Prince Poltviran’s powerful kick flew towards him and connected with the knight’s stomach.
    

    
      “You dare to call the woman I chose a bitch?”
    

    
      “Y-Your Highness...”
    

    
      All Skyknights of the Imperial Guard had noble titles. Poltivran knocked one of those Skyknights down with a single blow and stepped on his belly.
    

    
      “Do you know what I hate the most?” Poltviran oozed a cold, calm bloodthirst. “I hate bastards who don’t know their place the most. I decide things!”
    

    
      “Y-Your Highness... Forgive me...”
    

    
      Knowing Poltviran’s usual temperament, the Skyknight’s face turned white with fear. As a close associate of the Crown Prince, the Skyknight knew secrets others didn’t. That’s why he knew better than anyone that the Crown Prince stepping on his body wouldn’t hesitate to commit murder.
    

    
      “Keep it in mind. If you obey me, you will share in my glory, but if you dare to defy me or go beyond your place... only the gates of hell will await you.”
    

    
      The tense knights clearly registered the Crown Prince’s warning and lowered their heads in tandem. The Crown Prince’s command was one they could not dare to defy.
    

    
      They weren’t driven by the dignity of the heir that would lead the empire, but by fear, a raging madness seen only in tyrants who would tolerate no-one’s interference.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 32: Derval
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘This is KILLER!’
    

    
      The spell, Fly, could not possibly compare to this high-altitude flight.
    

    
      The sound of rushing wind filled my ears and the view of the earth was spread out far underneath us. As we flew, clouds grazed past our heads. To top it off, Irene’s faint scent was permeating into my helmet. In short, it was the flight of my dreams.
    

    
      ‘It’s so free. And fast.’
    

    
      Our speed didn’t match a 21st century fighter jet, but wyvern-flight was still pretty fast. As the ground beneath us melted away, I felt one with the wind; both my body and mind grew lighter. And deep within my heart, a single passionate emotion blossomed. It was a bit much to say this after riding a wyvern once, but a manly exhilaration akin to conquering the world was bubbling up within me.
    

    
      On this huge body, accompanied by the powerful wingbeats of the wyvern, there was absolutely nothing to fear.
    

    
      “Hold on tight!”
    

    
      ‘Tight?’
    

    
      Irene’s mana-charged cry came whistling all of a sudden into my ear.
    

    
      With a great woosh, the wyvern accelerated high into the sky, as if charging towards the sun.
    

    
      ‘Woohoo! A roller coaster can’t even compare!’
    

    
      I thought of the various Disneyland roller coasters I had enjoyed quite a lot back in the day. Riding one of those didn’t give me anything close to the electrifying excitement I was feeling now.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      The moment my excitement was filling me from head to toe and trembling at its peak, the wyvern suddenly halted its ascent.
    

    
      And then, with surprising agility belying its huge size, the wyvern twisted and plunged head-first.
    

    
      “UWAAAAAAAHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!!!!!’
    

    
      Wind rushed madly in our rapid descent. Despite wearing the magically enspelled trainee airplate, I felt the G-forces down to my very cells. It was a terrifying feeling that even Korea’s most thrilling ride, the Wolmido Viking, could never deliver.
    

    
      ‘Are you trying to kill someone here! Aaaahh!’
    

    
      Thanks to the sudden rush of atmospheric forces, I threw all my strength into grabbing Irene’s chest waist. This feeling of falling in midair hundreds of kilometers above the earth was as terrifying as Chucky from the horror stories that used to make me piss a little in fear as a kid.
    

    
      After falling to the earth like that for a while, the wyvern rapidly turned and leveled off.
    

    
      ‘Oh...’
    

    
      Atop her leisurely flying wyvern, Irene removed her helmet with a click. Her hair flowed out behind her in the wind and tickled my nose.
    

    
      “Take a deep breath. Really deep, until you feel your chest bursting...” she whispered.
    

    
      As if hypnotized by a command, I also took off my helmet.
    

    
      A fresh spring day, ensconced in the warm sun of the afternoon. The blue sky dotted with white clouds all around us...
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      The air filling my lungs seemed to cleanse out all of the dirt lodged in my system from living and breathing polluted air. I closed my eyes. Then, I drew a deep breath of the sky’s air, like a baby sucking on his mother’s teat.
    

    
      “Good. For me... I yearn and wish for the sky. One day, we’ll fly towards the sun, endlessly...” Irene’s quiet voice billowed away from her like silk threads.
    

    
      She looked different. She wasn’t the smart and beautiful countess of the Bajran Empire that I knew, but a girl holding onto a dream that was somehow very precious to her, a girl untouched by the darkness of the world.
    

    
      “UWAAAAAHHH!”
    

    
      “Hohoho, hohohoho!’
    

    
      ‘This voice is—!’ I turned my head. ‘My god, I’m gonna go crazy.’
    

    
      Then I saw it. With her helmet thrown away to who-knows-where, Hyneth had at some point pushed her Skyknight to the back and was confidently occupying the front seat. Under Hyneth’s rough whip(?), the wyvern and owner were completely unable to gather their bearings and were flying in disordered circles. I fervently wished she wouldn’t go and introduce herself as my little sister anywhere.
    

    
      ‘There are also people who can’t adjust.’ Unlike Hyneth, who had adjusted perfectly and was already madly scampering around, there were several cadets who were either completely exhausted or trembling uncontrollably with their heads down. 
    

    
      ‘Russell...’ One of those cadets was someone I knew. ‘If he can’t adjust by the third chance they give, then he’s out.’
    

    
      I already knew the purpose of this flight practice.
    

    
      Its primary motive was to screen out the ones who didn’t fit the bill.
    

    
      “We’re returning to the covert!” Irene’s clear voice rang out so loudly it seemed to shake the sky. Vivirian folded one wing halfway and changed directions.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto.’
    

    
      Suddenly, my thoughts shifted to the wyvern trapped in the darkness, Bebeto. It occurred to me that I wanted to gift him this incredible sky.
    

    
      In a flight with me, that is.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Are you okay?”
    

    
      “It’s none of your business! Go away!”
    

    
      ‘Oi, take a look at this guy?’
    

    
      Russell’s face was completely pale. Filled with rage towards himself for not being able to adjust to the wyvern, he was lashing out at the world.
    

    
      “Is that so? Then good luck.”
    

    
      I wasn’t one to blink at getting a tongue-lashing. It wasn’t good to rock the boat while he was this sensitive, anyway, so leaving him alone was probably the best thing to do.
    

    
      “Sob...”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      As soon as I turned around, I heard a low sob behind me.
    

    
      ‘He said he had to avenge his parents, right...’ I had accidentally overheard Russell’s deep grudge and knew about his heart-wrenching desire to get revenge even if he had to sell his soul to the devil. ‘If it’s hard, then ask for help. You’re not even a girl but you’re whimpering on your own.’
    

    
      A part of me felt mixed emotions due to sympathy. Russell urgently needed to become a Skyknight. 
    

    
      As I left the room, various thoughts floated to my mind. What kinds of methods were there to help that crybaby Russell stand confidently on a wyvern...?
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Damn, my feet just brought me here.’
    

    
      Feeling uncomfortable at heart, I went out. The shadows of evening had fallen on Kirphone Covert. Looking into the sky, I remembered my flight experience at Irene’s back.
    

    
      As I walked, I unwittingly found myself at a certain place. In front of me was a large building dimly lit by one of the magic lamp posts on the mountain.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto...’
    

    
      It was the hangar of Bebeto, a mixed-breed wyvern that would curse a Skyknight with misfortune.
    

    
      ‘I want to fly with him.’
    

    
      Bebeto’s wings and body were bigger than other wyverns. I wanted to share the bright blue sky filled with fresh air with him.
    

    
      ‘Would he welcome me?’
    

    
      I didn’t know how long he had been locked up on the ground, forbidden from the open skies. I wasn’t sure if he would welcome me, a person who had trespassed into his life without any warning.
    

    
      But that was fine with me. I still wanted to converse with the fellow, even if we had to do it in darkness. Thinking that, I opened the small side door with a creak.
    

    
      Bebeto’s huge eyes opened wide as the door opened. His golden eyes were filled with rage towards the world. They hung in the darkness like two spectral orbs.
    

    
      “Hi~!” I tried greeting him with a wave.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      ‘He doesn’t know how to greet someone, huh.’
    

    
      Bebeto showed his displeasure with his silence.
    

    
      “Did you eat dinner yet?” I attempted to chat again. But the only thing that greeted me was a pair of wary eyes.
    

    
      “I flew on a wyvern for the first time today. It was seriously amazing.” Not caring if he listened or not, I shared my experiences today with exaggerated words. “Super impressive. To think that something that isn’t even a fighter jet can fly so high and freely... I knew you guys were sturdy, but I didn’t know you were like frickin’ dragons.”
    

    
      Stretching my arms wide, I imitated a wyvern’s wings.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, that’s it.’ At my flight imitation, Bebeto perked up. No matter how he postured, in the end, he was just a locked up chicken with a big body.
    

    
      “Hey, have you tasted the wind? Kyaa, the air is completely different up there than on the ground. How should I say it? Like the taste of pure, gleaming water? Refreshing and crisp, that flavor! It’s fantastic.”
    

    
      I didn’t know how much Bebeto could understand, but considering how his pupils trembled, it seemed like he understood the basic gist of what I was saying.
    

    
      ‘I really like him, but....’
    

    
      The problem was he was a cursed creature that would be targeted by every wyvern and Skyknight. Even if we ran away from here, there were probably not many places that would welcome us. 
    

    
      “Lulu, lululu~? Bebeto! Your big bro is here.”
    

    
      ‘Big bro?’
    

    
      While I was agonizing over Bebeto’s future, a husky voice came from outside. I retreated into the wall, hiding myself in the shadows.
    

    
      “You must be hungry, right?”
    

    
      A man appeared at the side door, his voice full of affection, like a real big brother.
    

    
      ‘Who is he?’
    

    
      He was wearing the same clothes as a regular administrative clerk serving in the covert and holding a few pieces of fairly heavy-looking meat.
    

    
      “Eat up. Maybe everyone was full today or something, but I was able to get some pretty good stuff.”
    

    
      The man threw the meat onto a huge wooden board used for wyvern meals.
    

    
      ‘Scraps?’
    

    
      Even in the darkness, I could clearly see the kinds of meat on the tray: pig hide, sheep meat, and cow legs. They looked like leftovers from other wyverns.
    

    
      
        Guuuuu.
      
    

    
      “You’re thankful? What thanks, we’re both in the same boat.”
    

    
      ‘He’s missing an arm?’
    

    
      The man’s left arm was unnatural; it was cut off from the elbow. As I watched, the man softly stroked Bebeto’s leg. Bebeto purred like a cat and then dove into the meat.
    

    
      ‘You poor fellow.’
    

    
      It was sad enough that he was locked up, but even his food was so poor. I felt sorry for him from the bottom of my heart.
    

    
      “Bebeto... I’m leaving soon,” said the man after watching Bebeto eat for a while.
    

    
      "....." As if he instantly understood, Bebeto stopped eating.
    

    
      “It can’t be helped. No one will hire an idiotic ground crewmate with no strength. Moreover, I’m branded.”
    

    
      ‘Is he getting fired?’
    

    
      “This damn world... My dream wasn’t to end up like this... When I graduated from the Empire Administrative Academy, it wasn’t like this. Argh...” The man vented the unfairness of the world with a frigid voice. 
    

    
      ‘The Empire Administrative Academy? He’s an elite.’
    

    
      Unlike the Imperial Knight Academy, which fostered knights and nobles, the Empire Administrative Academy was a place that turned out clerks for the empire’s administrative affairs or people for ground crews. From what I heard, only the smartest among the commoners could gain admittance.
    

    
      Guuuuuuuuu. As if trying to comfort the man, Bebeto rubbed his horns on the man’s waist.
    

    
      ‘He’s got sense.’ Bebeto was able to recognize a human’s complicated emotions. My favorable impression of him jumped by another 10 points.
    

    
      “I’m sorry... you have it hard too. Sorry for showing you this pathetic sight...”
    

    
      I didn’t know how the man lost his arm, but from his words, the crewmate seemed to have had fairly ambitious dreams. After hugging Bebeto’s warmth for a bit, he soon peeled away.
    

    
      “I’m worried. Without me here, there’s no one to take care of you... Those stupid fucking nobles don’t know a treasure when they see one.”
    

    
      His arm was maimed, but this was a man who was more worried about Bebeto than his own fate. I wanted to help him.
    

    
      ‘They said you can only hire a crewmate if you have your own wyvern though...’ Unfortunately, in my current position, I couldn’t do anything.
    

    
      “I’m going. Sleep well...” the man trailed off. Without noticing me in the darkness, he went out the door.
    

    
      After the man left, Bebeto turned to face me, as if telling me to come out now.
    

    
      “You, you should recognize your blessings. With the Imperial Princess and even that guy as your big brother, you can count yourself pretty lucky, in your own way.”
    

    
      
        Guuu, guuuu.
      
    

    
      ‘What is he saying?’ Bebeto seemed to be trying to say something. He stared at the door while nodding his head, and I was somehow able to understand.
    

    
      “You want me to help the guy who just left?”
    

    
      Guuuuuuuuu. At my words, Bebeto nodded.
    

    
      ‘Woah! He’s this smart?’ I knew wyverns were intelligent, but I never even imagined they would be capable of expressing their opinions like this. ‘Is he smarter because he’s a hybrid?’
    

    
      “If you want me to, I’ll give it a shot, but don’t get your hopes up too much.”
    

    
      
        Guo, guu.
      
    

    
      The light in Bebeto’s eyes turned warm at my words. It seemed he was accepting me a bit more now.
    

    
      “I’m going for today. I’ll see you again tomorrow.”
    

    
      Even a dog didn’t like to be bothered while eating. Moreover, Bebeto even had to eat scraps gathered from here and there.
    

    
      ‘I’ll take you to a paradise swimming with meat!’
    

    
      I made a decision. I wanted to take this wretched wyvern to paradise.
    

    
      

    

    
      “Students, this is the Blessed Spear, which you should all know about already. Maximum range of 2 kilometers, weight of 2 kilograms. Once the mana crystal is charged, it will be ready to fire when the crystal glows.”
    

    
      The tip of the Blessed Spear was coated with mithril. This enspelled spear was inscribed with homing and strengthening spells. Each lance cost at least a thousand Gold. As our magic instructor, Viscount Bane, poured mana into it, the spear began to glow with a faint blue light.
    

    
      “With a stronger magic crystal and higher circle enchantments, the shooting range can be expanded. But it’s pointless to do so, because any wyvern can avoid a Blessed Spear thrown from over 2 kilometers away, as long as they’re not a slowpoke.”
    

    
      ‘It’s the same concept as missiles in the modern world.’ I thought of the air-to-air missiles used when a fighter jet fought another jet. The Blessed Spear was this world’s equivalent.
    

    
      “You can also use it on land attacks. But it’s laughable to use something that costs a thousand Gold per shot to kill knights on the ground. Of course, if you are able to recover the spear afterwards, you can use it that way.”
    

    
      I had personally experienced a taste of the Blessed Spear. A knight on land was no match for this magic spear, which could drill into a huge rock.
    

    
      “We will distribute one Blessed Spear each to you all. Experience the way it moves to launching mode when you put mana into it! Only, be careful that you don’t shoot the spear at a classmate.”
    

    
      The Blessed Spears were being held in about ten magic containers. We were getting lessons in the drill hall of the covert, which was used to train wyverns or patrols.
    

    
      ‘A thousand Gold a pop? They said wyverns are loaded up with ten spears every time they fly, right?’ A Skyknight was created through money and lived on money. I could only see the Blessed Spears as lumps of money. I had the feeling that these spears would be a great help to me in my life from now on.
    

    
      ‘It’s surprisingly light?’ I lined up to get a Blessed Spear. As I gripped it with my right hand, I noticed it was lighter than expected. ‘So I should put mana in here.’
    

    
      A magic inscription was drawn around the handle. I lightly poured mana in.
    

    
      ‘So if I throw this, it’ll fly 2 kilometers...’ 2 kilometers wasn’t that big of a distance in the air, but on land, it was quite far.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’ I suddenly felt a tingling energy from behind me. Instinctively ducking, I swung the magic spear in my hands.
    

    
      Claang! A powerful impact traveled up my hand.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “W-what’s going on?”
    

    
      The surprised voices of the cadets rang out in the hall.
    

    
      ‘This bastard!’
    

    
      One of the cadets was frowning and making an expression of regret. It was Jusaine, the next Count of the so-called invincible Termon family.
    

    
      “What are you doing!” Viscount Bane ran over at once.
    

    
      “I apologize. I only meant to add mana and throw it a bit, but...” Jusaine bowed his head and apologized to Viscount Bane.
    

    
      ‘A bit? Seriously, gimme a break.’
    

    
      The Blessed Spear I had reflected had buried itself into the ground. It would have meant immediate death if that spear had pierced my body instead. But the thrower, Jusaine, was apologizing to Viscount Bane instead of me.
    

    
      ‘They’re feigning innocence, I see?’
    

    
      Unable to vent their resentment while in the Knight Academy, these guys were now baring their teeth at the covert. This is why the words of the great seniors were right: if you step on someone, bury them so deep that they can’t sprout anymore.
    

    
      “Be careful.”
    

    
      Even though he was an instructor, it didn’t seem like Viscount Bane could get too involved. There were people like Viscount Atuan, who turned a blind eye, but even an instructor could only be submissive towards a student from a family of high nobility, basically from the count status onwards.
    

    
      “Then, we’ll end the class with this. Return your spears.”
    

    
      Viscount Bane just told Jusaine to be careful-- he didn’t even give a warning-- and quickly ended the class.
    

    
      ‘Are they putting their faith in the Crown Prince?’
    

    
      The change in these guys after coming to the covert was obvious. They were gathered around the son of a duke, Tedran, and glaring at me.
    

    
      ‘Uwah! Their balls have really grown.’
    

    
      At the Academy, I would have immediately taken care of them, but this time, I simply took a deep breath and resisted. Cleaning up the trash could wait; I had more than enough time.
    

    
      There would be a chance to give these guys a hot and lovely experience they would never forget.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Aaghh... gahhh.”
    

    
      “Give up with this. Fear of heights is not something that can be easily overcome.”
    

    
      ‘Russell.’
    

    
      A necessary condition to become a Skyknight was the ability to endure flight. Even a great archmage wouldn’t be able to become a Skyknight if they couldn’t fly.
    

    
      ‘He failed the second attempt. Now he’s only got one try left.’
    

    
      As the training went on, we acquired wyvern control, weapon use, and various other techniques during our flying training. As the others learned, there were a few cadets who still couldn’t overcome the basic requirement for flight. Russell was one of the cadets about to flunk out.
    

    
      “If you’re afraid of the wind, you have no qualification to become a Skyknight,” uttered Irene coldly as she stroked her wyvern’s head, all while gazing at the cadets who were crawling on the ground throwing up.
    

    
      ‘How could a wind summoner be afraid of the wind?’
    

    
      Unlike the other cadets, a summoner of wind had a definite understanding of the wind. After all, they could only summon a wind spirit if they had sufficient affinity. Of course, there were also exceptions like me.
    

    
      ‘There must be a different reason why Russell is having such a hard time...’
    

    
      Russell’s blanched face showed a reaction on a different level from just fear of heights. His face was completely twisted in pain, as if suffering from a nightmare. He gathered his composure before turning his head and thanking Irene.
    

    
      “Thank you for today.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Instead of responding, Irene’s pure, fairly-like eyes glowed with a charm that would make any onlooker’s heart thump.
    

    
      ‘Why you do this? Making my heart race and all.’
    

    
      The silver-haired lady had removed her helmet and was sitting on her airplate. Her blue eyes gleamed like stars. Irene, the woman I saw periodically in my dreams, was staring intently at me.
    

    
      “Let us dine together sometime.”
    

    
      ‘Hm? Dine?’ I was surprised that Countess Irene, who was rumored in the covert to be arrogant and cold, was offering to dine with me.
    

    
      “That would be lovely,” I said readily, smiling brightly.
    

    
      “It looks good on you... that smile.”
    

    
      Turning her head, Irene threw out a compliment that buried itself in my heart.
    

    
      ‘You look very good too, ma’am. Like the clear sky itself.’
    

    
      Irene’s childlike, pure spirit revealed itself when we rode her wyvern together and flew over the covert. She was such a bundle of charm that any man would want to put their life on the line and try to win her heart.
    

    
      ‘But what should be done about this guy?’
    

    
      Done throwing up, Russell was staring blankly at the ground. His pathetic appearance plunged me into deep thought. If this went on, his life would be ruined.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Derval, you stupid piece of shit! How can you spill the scraps!”
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      While I was deep in thought about how to cure Russell’s fear of heights, I heard the sounds of cursing and rhythmical blows.
    

    
      ‘Ah! That person is—!’
    

    
      It was the man who called himself Bebeto’s big bro.
    

    
      “You should pay the price properly for the idiot’s food, shouldn’t you!”
    

    
      “Kek! Ptui!”
    

    
      An elite from the Empire Administrative Academy itself was getting spat on. He had stumbled to the ground, an overturned pail of scraps next to him.
    

    
      “Just leave him, he’s getting kicked out in a few days, I feel sorry for him.”
    

    
      “Hmph! What sorriness. Because this bastard verbally offended His Highness the Crown Prince himself, even we got punished. How dare a mere crewmate suggest improvements to the covert in front of the Crown Prince! Without knowing his place!!”
    

    
      The crumpled Derval only bowed his head in response to the harsh slandering of the other crewmates around him.
    

    
      “And for that, his arm was cut off. We did have a pay cut, but Derval...”
    

    
      “Shut up! If you take his side, you could get targeted by His Imperial Highness and the nobles, too!”
    

    
      “Let’s go! It’s unlucky to be next to this guy.”
    

    
      The crewmate who had defended Derval cast a regretful expression at him before getting dragged away by the others. 
    

    
      “Ku, kukuku... kukukukkuku.”
    

    
      As soon as the crewmates disappeared, Derval’s dry laughter rang out.
    

    
      ‘Why are there only sorry fools near me?’
    

    
      The loser wyvern and the pitiful crewmate, as well as Russell, who couldn’t fly, and the little Imperial Prince caught up in the power struggle of the Imperial Family. Through a twist of fate, everyone I had met was struggling.
    

    
      “Are you okay?”
    

    
      He looked a few years older than me, but because I was a cadet receiving pseudo-knight treatment, I didn’t bother with formal speech.
    

    
      ‘He could catch a dragon with that look.’ Derval’s smouldering gaze was spitting out daggers. It was enough to make a person shrink back.
    

    
      “Leave me alone, oh sir Knight,” said Derval sharply like a person who had given up on life.
    

    
      “I don’t want to.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      I lightly refused. At my words, Derval’s eyes trembled for a moment.
    

    
      “Get up. Your legs look fine, so will you keep sitting on the ground? If you wish to stay like that for the rest of your life, should I break them for you?” I said, betraying no emotion.
    

    
      “Are you insulting me right now... Oh grand and mighty cadet.”
    

    
      “No, this isn’t an insult, but complete disregard.”
    

    
      “Y-you bastard!”
    

    
      It was clear that he had given up on himself. If not for Bebeto’s request, even I would not tolerate his crude words and actions.
    

    
      “Idiot.”
    

    
      “Uwaaah!”
    

    
      His face flushing, Derval rose from his spot and threw a punch with his one good arm.
    

    
      Pow! However, I stopped his charge with a single kick of my right leg.
    

    
      “Gasp, gasp!”
    

    
      After taking my Taekwondo-trained right foot full on, Derval’s face went pale and he drew in gasping breaths.
    

    
      “Get up. No one will take pity on you even if you do that,” I uttered coldly to Derval, who was clutching his belly and bowed over in pain. “Why? Does it hurt? It shouldn’t hurt though. It looks like your life sure is hard right now, so why not just give up? What’s the use in living when even your colleagues have discarded you. You’re even missing an arm.”
    

    
      I aimed directly for his sensitive points.
    

    
      “Kuku...”
    

    
      ‘I guess he’s only got his pride left.’ Anyone else would have landed on the floor with a single kick from me, but Derval slowly straightened while clutching his waist with a white face. His willpower alone was admirable.
    

    
      “Kill me! Just kill me already! You mighty Knight shithead!”
    

    
      “Kill you? Then I’ll do just that.”
    

    
      
        Bam! Babam!
      
    

    
      “Argh! Aack!”
    

    
      My two feet and fists landed on the vulnerable parts that would hurt. After taking ten hits, Derval collapsed onto the ground.
    

    
      “But what to do? I’m not some mighty knight, but an ordinary commoner like you. Huhu,” I said, looking at Derval, who was trembling all over. “What’s the use in living as a pathetic person earning sympathy from even a wyvern? If you want to die, then just die without causing trouble to various people.”
    

    
      “Keuugh... sob.”
    

    
      Under my barrage of cold and calm words, Derval had bowed his head and was stifling a sob. I stared at Derval’s painful appearance as he wept for a long time.
    

    
      “I haven’t tried it, so I can’t say for sure, but dying isn’t such an easy thing. If I were you, I would live on even if it’s dirty and unfair and try my best to survive. Did you know? As you live, the sun never fails to rise.”
    

    
      ‘Even if it’s hard, overcome it. You’ve only got yourself in this world.”
    

    
      It was a shame that his arm had been cut off, but there wasn’t anything I could do about that. The world was a cruel place where only he could save himself from despair. He could only live on if he overcame this with his own power.
    

    
      ‘But he won’t really die on me, will he?’
    

    
      There was nothing more I could do. Shaking my head, I wandered the covert with no destination in mind. A chick could only gain the qualification to live by breaking the shell protecting it.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 33: Forbidden Night Flight
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘Mm?’ Night was deepening in the covert. Finished with patrols and training, the wyverns had returned to their individual hangars. The covert was dimly lit by magic lamps placed here and there.
    

    
      Someone called me from the side of a building shrouded in darkness. “Over here, over here...”
    

    
      ‘Holy! It’s Igis!’
    

    
      As a member of Great Bajran’s imperial bloodline, Igis was escorted by Imperial Knights in the covert as well. She was looking around and gesturing at me from within the darkness like a thieving cat.
    

    
      “Oh, Imperial Princess...”
    

    
      “Shh! Be quiet. I ditched the Imperial Knights and came out here.” The ladylike, refined Igis made a shushing motion at her lips while looking all around with a tense expression.
    

    
      ‘Heh, how cute.’
    

    
      This cautious appearance of hers was a rare sight. It was really adorable.
    

    
      “Come with me.”
    

    
      ‘Regular clothes?’ Instead of the imperial training outfit embroidered with gold thread, Igis was wearing a normal airplate like me. I quietly moved into the shadowy side road.
    

    
      ‘Why is she looking for me so late at night?’ If we had a romantic relationship, I could understand her looking for me to share a lovey-dovey moment in a dark place, but we weren’t in that kind of relationship at all. Igis didn’t let down her guard and scurried to take the lead.
    

    
      ‘I didn’t even eat though...’
    

    
      The covert was still full of places to sightsee. The more I saw, the more questions I had about various things. As a result, time flew by and I hadn’t even had dinner yet.
    

    
      ‘But what’s with this sense of danger I feel?’
    

    
      The Imperial Princess wouldn’t do anything bad, but I had a bad feeling. Moreover, Igis had ditched her guards and had clearly waited for me. Something was definitely up.
    

    
      ‘Eh, this is—!’
    

    
      After walking in silence with Igis for a while, we arrived at a very familiar place. It was the cursed hangar where Bebeto was staying.
    

    
      Igis opened the creaking hangar side door and stepped in first.
    

    
      ‘Why here?’ Various thoughts were popping up in my mind. ‘It’s fishy... I have a bad feeling.’
    

    
      The noble Imperial Princess of Bajran had dragged me over to Bebeto’s hangar like a thieving cat. Shaking my head in puzzlement, I followed her inside.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ah~! What’s this?’ A portable magic lantern was filling Bebeto’s hangar with a dim light. ‘Why is there a saddle here?’
    

    
      Inside the hangar was a necessary item for riding a wyvern, a two-seater saddle.
    

    
      “Bebeto, I have to return to the palace tomorrow. This time, I don’t know when I can come back. I want to gift the sky to you before I go.”
    

    
      ‘Return? Gift?’ I failed to understand this puzzling situation.
    

    
      ‘She’s even got a key!’ Igis unlocked the steel shackles on Bebeto’s ankles with a key she got from who knows where.
    

    
      “Erm, Your Highness. What are you doing now...?”
    

    
      “Kyre, I beseech you. Please... please help Bebeto see the sky.”
    

    
      ‘Why does she look like she’s about to cry?’
    

    
      It was said that a woman’s greatest weapon was their tears. Tears were pooling in Igis’ large eyes. This wasn’t the confident Imperial Princess I knew.
    

    
      “Haha. Please don’t worry. Bebeto isn’t a stranger.”
    

    
      “Thank you. I believed that you would understand me, Kyre.” As she spoke, a gentle smile appeared on Princess Igis’ lips.
    

    
      ‘Oh! Gods above!’
    

    
      I don’t know what karma I accumulated in my last life, but these days, my surroundings were filled with incredible beauties. Happiness surged inside my chest.
    

    
      “Should I put on the saddle?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      The sight of the Princess’ happiness completely transformed me into a willing servant. I hefted the two-seater saddle and stood in front of Bebeto.
    

    
      “You heard that, right? Tonight, we’re going for a ride!”
    

    
      From the moment he heard what was happening, Bebeto’s eyes had been flashing with excitement. He didn’t say anything.
    

    
      ‘It would be easier if I used Levitation.’ Levitation magic was perfect for putting on the saddle, but it was only a fanciful thought. I didn’t want to reveal that I was a mage right now, even if it was the Imperial Princess.
    

    
      ‘Feels amazing!’
    

    
      Having already seen the process a few times, I took the 10+ kilogram saddle and clambered up Bebeto’s leg. As I did so, I marveled at the feeling of Bebeto’s warm fur. Atop his sturdy hide, which was wrapped tightly around his whole body, were golden fur stripes that were truly striking against the black. The quality of the fur coat my mom occasionally wore could not even compare.
    

    
      ‘But will he be able to fly well?’
    

    
      Bebeto had definitely been locked up here since the day he was born. I couldn’t help but worry that he wouldn’t be able to fly with his heavy body and us on his back.
    

    
      ‘Well, he’s still a wyvern in name.’
    

    
      In the end, he was no chicken, but a wyvern. And Bebeto was a hybrid that was stronger than other wyverns at that. I believed in him. Rather, the deeply-rooted feeling of intimacy I had towards Bebeto turned to belief.
    

    
      
        Click.
      
    

    
      “It’s all done. Now... you’re free.”
    

    
      After covering his horns with a round leather net and attaching leather straps to his neck and both wingpits, the two-seater saddle was fully equipped. At some point, Igis had also finished unlocking the shackles.
    

    
      Gruuuuuuuu. The shackles had fallen from his feet, but Bebeto couldn’t even think of moving. He made a throaty sound and just blinked his eyes, as if he didn’t believe what was happening.
    

    
      “Try moving, Bebeto.”
    

    
      Igis petted Bebeto’s leg with gentle strokes of her hand. After putting on the saddle, I had returned to the Princess’ side, and from there, I could see Igis’ sincere heart full of care for this wyvern.
    

    
      Guuuu. As if emboldened by Igis’ words, Bebeto let out a trembling cry. Then he slowly moved his foot.
    

    
      It was just one step, but the ground shook from the heavy movement.
    

    
      ‘Why is my heart trembling like this?’
    

    
      The thought of seeing this wyvern, who was ostracized by all of wyvernkind, free and in flight made my heart thump.
    

    
      ‘Ahh!’
    

    
      Suddenly, the Princess grabbed my hand. I wasn’t just imagining it-- Igis was watching Bebeto’s movement with joyful eyes and then grabbed my hand without notice. Her hand, which was as smooth as silk, made my heart thump like crazy.
    

    
      ‘Thank you, Bebeto!’ If not for Bebeto, how would I, a mere almost-knight, get a chance to hold the Princess’ hand?
    

    
      ‘Wait a second, the saddle is a two seater!!’ This sudden arrangement made me want to shut my eyes tight. I didn’t expect things with Princess Igis to progress(?) this quickly. ‘That’s right! If I’m going to become a Skyknight, I should fly with a beautiful princess like this once!’
    

    
      Whether it was because I was already stupidly reckless or because I was born to do great things, but my thoughts quickly adjusted from disbelief to ‘it’s a matter of course.’
    

    
      I was determined... to not scream like a baby like when I had my first flight with Irene.
    

    
      “Um... Kyre.”
    

    
      “Y-yes?” My eyes were filled with the lovely sight of Igis. Her voice flowed into my ear like honey.
    

    
      “The door...” Unable to extricate her hand from mine, Igis just pointed at the door with a flushing face.
    

    
      “As you command!” Crying out like an Imperial Knight, I ran towards the hangar door.
    

    
      ‘I won’t wash this hand for a few days! UHEHEHE!’
    

    
      The warm feeling of Igis on my right hand got written right away into my mental hard disk.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Your Highness the Crown Prince! Princess Igis has disappeared!”
    

    
      “What? Igis did!?”
    

    
      Despite being the Crown Prince, Poltviran was forced to follow the tradition of the Imperial Family and complete wyvern flight training for a number of days. He was drinking a glass of wine while thinking about the tedious flight training that was finally over when an Imperial Knight ran over and informed him that Igis had disappeared.
    

    
      ‘This pain-in-the-ass bitch!’
    

    
      Igis and Razcion were children from the legitimate Empress, unlike him, who was the child of the Queen. If something happened to Igis, who was deeply loved by the Emperor, the flames would most certainly affect him, Poltviran, as well.
    

    
      “Issue an emergency warning and find the Princess at once!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The covert’s top chain of command was the Vice-Captain of the Imperial Skyknights, Marquis Mermos, but when it came to an issue concerning the imperial family, the Crown Prince had supreme command. The knights gathered in front of the Crown Prince’s door shouted in response to his order.
    

    
      “Y–Your Highness! A message came from the lookout tower. They have discovered the Imperial Princess!”
    

    
      “Igis?!”
    

    
      “Y-yes. They say she has gone for a nightflight on a wyvern. But...” The reporting knight trailed off.
    

    
      “Speak at once!” shouted the Crown Prince forcefully, noticing there was something unusual at foot.
    

    
      “S–She took off on the cursed wyvern.”
    

    
      “W-what? The cursed wyvern?!”
    

    
      “Gasp!”
    

    
      The Crown Prince was not an easily surprised man, but this news made him reveal a shocked expression. It was, after all, the hybrid wyvern that was said to curse you even by looking at it. Poltviran knew there was one in the covert, but he had never seen it. But now there was a report that the noble Imperial Princess herself had flown off on the cursed wyvern.
    

    
      ‘You stupid bitch. Kuku.’
    

    
      His surprise was short-lived. Crown Prince Poltviran smiled inwardly at the evil thought that passed through his mind.
    

    
      “They also said... she wasn’t alone.” Everyone’s faces went stiff. “They say she has taken flight with a male cadet wearing an airplate distributed to the cadets.”
    

    
      “... With a male cadet?”
    

    
      “Yes. Your Highness. It is unmistakable information confirmed by mana scopes from each lookout tower.”
    

    
      There were around ten lookout towers in the area around the covert. Each one was manned by mages that could use communication magic and mana scopes.
    

    
      “Sortie every Skyknight at once!”
    

    
      The Crown Prince’s face hardened. The moment the situation changed from the Princess’ arbitrary flight to a kidnapping, he knew that the Emperor’s wrath would pierce the heavens.
    

    
      ‘You unlucky bitch...’
    

    
      Crown Prince Poltviran ground his teeth.
    

    
      The moment he became emperor, he would make everything happen as his mother wished. On his name as the Crown Prince, he would definitely kick out the Empress and send off the Imperial Princess to become a concubine in a lowly kingdom!
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Woooooosh!
      
    

    
      The silver moon hung in the sky amidst a bejeweled field of stars. The wyvern who was experiencing his first taste of freedom ever was flapping his huge wings as he cut through the air.
    

    
      “Haah...”
    

    
      I breathed deeply and exhaled to calm the surging emotions in my chest. Otherwise, I would have probably cried.
    

    
      The night sky was incredibly beautiful. Even the clouds had gone to sleep, leaving only the joy of someone invited to a playground of stars. The cold night air brought my spirit to a state of utter wakefulness, and the sea of pale stars was beautiful enough to make my heart stop.
    

    
      I felt Bebeto’s taut nerves through the reins in my hands. Just leaving the hangar had been difficult for him, but the moment his gaze was transported to the sky above, Bebeto had excitedly flapped his huge wings. Igis and I had been forced to quickly jump onto his back.
    

    
      Then, we took to the skies. In the confusion of the moment, I had taken the front seat and become the Skyknight controlling Bebeto.
    

    
      Groooaaaaaaaaaaaaaar! In order to fly, Bebeto flew perfectly into the sky without a single mistake, like a truly outstanding wyvern. He let out a scream that seemed to shake the night sky. This blessed night had finally come, as if compensating for his many years of hell. His wings flapped like crazy.
    

    
      “Haa... ha....”
    

    
      In our sudden departure, I had left without equipping my helmet. Unlike the airplates, the helmets were a nuisance. Once training was over, I would ram the thing into the ground one day. It was so much better to take in the wind with a bare face.
    

    
      ‘Fly! Fly as much as you want!’
    

    
      Quite a lot of time had already passed. But Bebeto didn’t show a hint of exhaustion and flew energetically through the mountains and fields. The golden stripes on his black body gleamed in the silver moonlight.
    

    
      “A little bit... slower... It’s hard.”
    

    
      Igis’ voice came from behind me. It was hard to hear because of the wind, but thanks to using mana, I still understood her clearly. She seemed exhausted. A Skyknight she may be, but there was nothing she could do about her lower physical endurance. Because of Bebeto’s wild, aggressive, direction-less flight, she was expending a lot of strength to grab onto my waist. Moreover, Igis could only hold onto my belt because of our airplates. She had reached her limit.
    

    
      “Bebeto~! Fly a bit slower now! The Imperial Princess says it’s hard for her!”
    

    
      I was holding onto the control reins, but I didn’t know how to control him, and Bebeto didn’t react to my direction either. Therefore, I just yelled loudly with mana.
    

    
      ‘He understands words very well. Despite being a monster.’
    

    
      Bebeto was a smart fellow. The crazy flapping of his wings slowed and he pulled back his speed.
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      As soon as the speed went down, Igis was able to let out a long breath and loosen her grip on my belt.
    

    
      ‘Damn, it’s a shame.’
    

    
      I couldn’t experience Igis’ hug to the full extent because of the stupid armor, but that electrifying sensation of a beautiful woman hugging my waist had still been very nice. I thought I could understand the feelings of my friends who were determined to take their motorcycles to the road even if they could die.
    

    
      ‘You brat, are you happy now?’
    

    
      Bebeto stretched out his long horns and drew deep breaths with his enormous set of lungs. I could feel the dynamic movement of his breathing vividly through the saddle and reins.
    

    
      ‘So this is why they say a Skyknight and his wyvern are one body.’
    

    
      We could feel each other’s breaths. If a regular flight was like this, I was sure that even more intense affinity would be required for a battle where life and death were at stake. That must be why even arrogant nobles were sincere towards their wyverns.
    

    
      “I-it’s beautiful...” Igis said once Bebeto grasped the atmosphere and flew at a much more relaxed pace. “It’s my first time flying at night. I had always imagined this, but...”
    

    
      Imperial Princess or not, a girl was a girl. Moreover, unlike those rude noble kids, Igis was made of better stuff. For a girl worrying about Bebeto with such a tender and kind spirit, this moment was probably heavenly.
    

    
      “Thank you. If not for you, Kyre, I wouldn’t have even been able to dream of this.”
    

    
      ‘If you’re really thankful, don’t just say it, grab my hand or give me a kiss~!’
    

    
      “Haha, it’s nothing so grand. Of course a knight should listen to the beautiful and noble lady’s request.”
    

    
      The chivalrous words from my mouth were very different from my thoughts. Even I had to admit it was extremely cheesy.
    

    
      “I will never forget... this night flight with you, Kyre.”
    

    
      The flying girl’s warm confession was music to the ears.
    

    
      ‘I will never forget it either~!’ If not for the Kallian Continent, how could a regular high school student from Korea fly like this with a noble princess?
    

    
      ‘I wonder if Aramis is doing well.’
    

    
      Aramis, a priestess-in-training, had also told me she yearned for a flight through the night sky like this. At that time, I didn’t have a wyvern, so I could only show her a little taste of flight using Fly magic.
    

    
      ‘Even I think that I, Kang Hyuk, am a bad guy.’ Even while taking a world-class beauty, the Imperial Princess, on a ride, I was thinking about another woman... It was truly deplorable. But what could I do? This was the heartiness of youth.
    

    
      ‘Hm? This feeling is—!’
    

    
      The moon and stars were shining, but it was still harder to check my surroundings than in daylight. However, thanks to my well-developed mana, I was able to detect it: something was flying towards us from far away.
    

    
      Guoooo! Bebeto seemed to have sensed it as well, because he let out a low cry.
    

    
      ‘Wyverns!’ And they weren’t just normal gray wyverns, but ones I recognized at first sight. ‘Skyknights of the Imperial Guard! Fuck.’
    

    
      Of course our unauthorized flight wouldn’t end well. In a perfect world, we would have enjoyed a cozy flight and quietly returned to Bebeto’s hangar, but that was a pipe dream. There were lookout towers everywhere keeping a close eye on wyvern take-offs and landings, so a secret flight was impossible. However, I didn’t know they would go as far as to deploy Black Wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Nothing is free in the world, I’m telling you.’
    

    
      The night flight I had enjoyed with Igis was coming to an end.
    

    
      ‘Oi oi oi, they’re in total battle mode.’
    

    
      Within moments, the Black Wyverns closed the distance. Around 20 wyverns with their masters wielding Blessed Spears surrounded us in no time at all.
    

    
      “Princess Igis, I believe it’s time to go home now?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Skyknights of the Imperial Guard have come to escort you back.”
    

    
      “Ah...” exclaimed Igis in a voice full of regret.
    

    
      The next moment, a warning came at us full of mana. “This is a warning! Control your wyvern in the direction we show you at once!”
    

    
      ‘They’re ready to fight.’ The spears must be ready to fire, because they were glowing. 20 of those charged Blessed Spears were pointed towards Bebeto and me.
    

    
      Guoo! Bebeto spat out a cry of irritation. His moment of freedom had lasted only for a moment. He was hostile towards those who threatened him.
    

    
      ‘I guess a very warm welcome is waiting for us.’
    

    
      If it was bad enough for Black Wyverns to make an entrance, the situation was already critical. As if confirming my judgement, more wyverns appeared from the distance. I was sure that the problem wasn’t Bebeto, but the Imperial Princess, Igis.
    

    
      “Bebeto... let’s go.”
    

    
      The situation had quickly turned sour for us. I soothed Bebeto and prepared to return.
    

    
      ‘If need be, I’ll fight you all!’
    

    
      In my heart, I was fully ready to bare my teeth if things came down to it.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 34: Duel
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Phew.’
    

    
      As we re-entered the covert airspace, there was a swarm of over a hundred wyverns waiting for us. The covert signal tower beamed a bright blue light into the sky, and the next moment, wyverns came at us from all directions.
    

    
      ‘They’re probably itching to get us.’
    

    
      They were all aristocratic Skyknights. I was sure they would be harboring resentment for having to wake up in the middle of the night.
    

    
      “Please do not worry. I will take responsibility for everything.” Igis was no longer just a girl, but once again the noble Imperial Princess. Her dignified voice rang out behind me.
    

    
      “Land!” shouted the Imperial Guard Skyknight who had flanked us.
    

    
      ‘That shithead Crown Prince is probably here too, right?’
    

    
      Anyone else could have been subdued with the Princess’ authority, but not the temperamental Crown Prince. I led Bebeto to the central clearing on the covert runway, which was brightly lit up by all the activated magic lamps. Bebeto must have realized the gravity of the situation, because he meekly complied.
    

    
      It was a real shame. Tonight might have been his last flight.
    

    
      With great flaps of his wings, we approached the central clearing chock full of fully-armored knights and soldiers. I soothed the tense Bebeto as we slowly began to land.
    

    
      ‘We’re just like freakin’ circus monkeys.’
    

    
      There were at least a thousand gazes on us. As Bebeto slowly landed, the wyverns flying in the area also landed in front of their hangars, leaving around 20 wyverns in the air in case we tried to escape.
    

    
      Bebeto landed with a great thump.
    

    
      “We have arrived, Your Imperial Highness.”
    

    
      “Well done, Sir Kyre.”
    

    
      I had nerves of steel, but Igis’ courage was nothing to scoff at either. We shared a courteous farewell.
    

    
      “Escort the Imperial Princess!”
    

    
      Someone’s command rang out, and the Imperial Knights in charge of guarding the Imperial Princess came running.
    

    
      Guooo! As the Imperial Knights charged towards us, Bebeto reacted with a high-strung cry.
    

    
      “Calm down...” I stroked his neck and calmed Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘You jerks are scared shitless, aren’t you.’
    

    
      The Imperial Knights were all frightened by the roaring of this wyvern, who was known as a cursed taboo. Only after I calmed Bebeto did they dare to carefully approach.
    

    
      Unlocking the saddle belt, Igis slid gracefully down Bebeto’s wing. I also undid my saddle belt with a click and jumped off of Bebeto, landing with a thump.
    

    
      “Seize the criminal who kidnapped the Princess! If he resists, decapitation is permitted!”
    

    
      ‘Kidnapped? Jesus.’
    

    
      Even though it was more the other way around, the Imperial Knights were ready to take me down as the criminal. The Skyknights who had landed their wyverns also hurried to run over and take up positions around us.
    

    
      “Everyone, halt!”
    

    
      However, I had a hidden card up my sleeve. Igis stood forward with a confident and dignified pose.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre did not do anything wrong. Everything that happened today was arranged by me.”
    

    
      Igis deterred the knights with a firm voice devoid of a single tremble. At her words, the people approaching with swords in their hands stopped. No matter what, they couldn’t just ignore the authority of the Imperial Princess.
    

    
      “Arrest him!”
    

    
      But there was just one person who Igis was helpless towards.
    

    
      His name was...
    

    
      ‘You shithead! Poltviran!’
    

    
      It was this empire’s Crown Prince, the extraordinarily ominous Poltviran.
    

    
      “Halt!” Igis didn’t submit to the Crown Prince and stood in front of me.
    

    
      “Igis...” Guarded by Imperial Knights, Poltviran jutted his fierce, angular chin and approached Igis. “Do you know what you have done? Do you know that because of you, the Skyknights who should be protecting the Imperial Family in the capital have been summoned without rest to settle this ridiculous matter?!” Poltiviran raked Igis over with an aggressive glare.
    

    
      “Imperial Elder Brother, I am indeed regretful about that. But...”
    

    
      
        Slap!
      
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      ‘You! You jerk!!’
    

    
      “What excuse can justify taking a taboo hybrid wyvern and bringing chaos to the entire covert! Even if you are a princess of this empire, this is clearly an unforgivable sin!”
    

    
      This horrible brute slapped his sister with no hesitation in front of countless nobles and soldiers. He sternly reprimanded Igis with an enraged voice.
    

    
      ‘He’s laughing.’ But despite his outward mien, I could see it. In those mad eyes of his, I could see that he was laughing with delight.
    

    
      “Imperial Knight!”
    

    
      “Here!”
    

    
      “Execute the cursed wyvern! And arrest that man!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The honed swords of the empire and imperial family, the Imperial Knights cloaked in red, unsheathed their swords in tandem at the Crown Prince’s command. Their blades shone with the blue light.
    

    
      “E–Everyone stop! I said stop!”
    

    
      On her left cheek was a clear handprint, and her lip was busted and bleeding. Igis blocked the Imperial Knights with a cry full of sadness.
    

    
      “Igis! Do you dare to defy my order?! Me, the Crown Prince of this empire?!!”
    

    
      “This is unjust! I have said that everything was my arrangement, but you persist with this abuse of authority! You wish to kill one of the valuable treasures of the empire and arrest a cadet who did nothing wrong! It is clearly stated in Imperial Law that all matters involving the execution of a wyvern are strictly under the purveyance of His Imperial Majesty, the Emperor!”
    

    
      “A-abuse of authority? You... you DARE!”
    

    
      At Igis’ cold roar, the Crown Prince’s eyes rolled back. If he started foaming at the mouth, it would be the perfect picture of a rabid dog.
    

    
      “Yes! It is an abuse of authority. If I am at fault, then that is something Imperial Father and Mother will decide, not the Crown Prince.”
    

    
      “Kuhahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Poltviran looked into the sky and let out an uproarious laugh. 
    

    
      Then, he suddenly unsheathed the dress sword at his hip.
    

    
      “For a mere princess to besmirch the honor of me, the next emperor of this empire... I won’t forgive you!”
    

    
      ‘It’s dangerous!’
    

    
      This crazy Crown Prince was more than capable of causing an incident. No, he would cause one and then some.
    

    
      I took Igis’ arm with a fluid movement and moved her behind me.
    

    
      “Huhu. Now a mere cadet dares to block my way?” Poltviran’s madness-filled eyes spewed bloodthirst at me.
    

    
      “Please resist, Your Highness the Crown Prince.”
    

    
      It was Marquis Mermos, the leader of the covert and the Vice-Captain of the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard.
    

    
      “Marquis Mermos, do not get in my way!” The lunatic directed his rage towards Marquis Mermos as well.
    

    
      “This incident could end as a minor matter, or it could become an issue that invokes His Imperial Majesty the Emperor’s wrath. Your Highness, please allay your anger.”
    

    
      The Crown Prince trembled at the mention of the emperor. It seemed this lunatic feared the emperor. “A-alright,” he conceded reluctantly. “However, I will not forgive this bastard!”
    

    
      ‘You think I’m an easy target, huh?’ A wyvern and princess could only be held accountable with the emperor’s command, but that didn’t apply to me, a normal cadet knight. ‘Should I just beat him up?’
    

    
      These stupid fools only knew that I was a knight, but didn’t know that I was a multi-classer who could also use magic and spirits. Besides, the Crown Prince was up close and personal right now. I could send him to high heaven with my fists alone.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre moved at my request,” Igis protested.
    

    
      “Shut up! Someone who moved at your request could control a wyvern? It’s even a hybrid that is said to be difficult even for a fully trained Skyknight!”
    

    
      ‘It’s not like I wanted to! And I didn’t control him, he just moved on his own!’
    

    
      It was really unfair, but I couldn’t say anything. There weren’t many people here who would believe me.
    

    
      “Your Highness, under law, even a cadet receives pseudo-knight treatment. To arrest him without any opportunity to prove his innocence...”
    

    
      “Marquis Mermos, I’m warning you. If you step on my authority any further... I won’t forgive you, either.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Poltviran even showed his outrageousness to a marquis, who was no ordinary noble but of one of the leading aristocrats of the empire. A dead silence descended on the clearing in a single moment.
    

    
      “The words of His Highness hold a dangerous sentiment!”
    

    
      But justice did not die easily.
    

    
      ‘Irene!’
    

    
      My Sailor Moon who always appeared in my moment of need, Irene, came forward.
    

    
      “I beseech you to withdraw your statement, which ignores the national law that maintains this empire. As a member of this empire’s nobility, it is a statement that is difficult to accept.”
    

    
      Instead of responding, Poltviran ground his teeth.
    

    
      “How dare you involve yourself in this matter, Countess Irene!” Other nobles came forward in the Crown Prince’s stead. Most Skyknights had noble peerages.
    

    
      “Why can’t she! This is a matter that involves the esteemed honor of all nobility!” said Rothello in defense of Irene.
    

    
      “Why, you–!”
    

    
      ‘Good! Very good!’ It wasn’t just because of me; these nobles were already fundamentally divided into factions. There were many who took the Crown Prince’s side, and several who were standing behind Irene, and quite a few who were taking a neutral stance. ‘How very harmonious. Tsk tsk.’
    

    
      The moment Poltviran became emperor, this small problem today would spread everywhere in the empire.
    

    
      “Alright. I will give him a chance to prove himself. But, it will be done according to the convention for restoring a knight’s honor. Kukuku.”
    

    
      ‘The convention for restoring a knight’s honor?’
    

    
      “B-but for a regular cadet knight to...”
    

    
      “Shut up! Then who will use their life to compensate for my honor as this empire’s Crown Prince?!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      At Poltviran’s vicious words, even Irene closed her mouth.
    

    
      ‘Is it... a duel?’
    

    
      I vividly remembered the spars related to knights’ honor that would show up in medieval movies.
    

    
      “Your name is Kyre, yes? Huhu. Let’s see if you can prove your innocence with those amazing skills of yours.”
    

    
      ‘You bastard, one day I will beat you to a pulp when you’re off your high horse!’ This was no crown prince, but a mean thug, the height of debauchery. ‘Wait a sec, a duel alone is no fun. This guy is prideful as fuck, so should I try baiting him a bit?’
    

    
      This was something I had learned from Master Bumdalf. My thoughts whirled, quickly formulating a plan.
    

    
      “Your Highness, if I am proven guilty, I will humbly accept the punishment. But...”
    

    
      I emphasized guilt and punishment while lowering my head.
    

    
      “But?” said Crown Prince with a dangerously low voice on the verge of blowing up. It seemed he was about to take the bait.
    

    
      “I will make no excuses. However, the spirit of a knight is more valuable than a knight’s honor, which is said to be his life. If I cause an affront to Your Imperial Highness, there will be no path left for me to live.”
    

    
      “Affront? Puhaha! For a commoner, you sure have heard a lot about knights. So what will you do about it?” Poltviran laughed and enjoyed himself.
    

    
      ‘This guy is a real turn-off.’ No matter what, he was Bajran’s Crown Prince. If he became the emperor, everyone and everything in this empire would tremble.
    

    
      “If I am defeated, I will voluntarily kill myself. However, if I happen to be victorious and am able to restore my honor, I request that you grant me a reward that matches the punishment!” 
    

    
      I went out swinging.
    

    
      “Kill yourself? Alright, if you go ahead and die on your own, I would be thankful. In any case, you were irritating to the eyes. Very much so, actually.”
    

    
      Poltviran carelessly uttered incredibly crude words in front of other nobles, as well as knights and soldiers. He didn’t know: if he continued like this, the only people left by his side would be rotten and treacherous retainers.
    

    
      “It may be too much to ask in return for the life of this low-born knight, but please promise me in your name as the Imperial Highness the Crown Prince!”
    

    
      “Alright! No matter what condition it is, I promise. There’s no way you’ll win anyway! Hahaha!”
    

    
      ‘Woohoo! I’ve got you now!’
    

    
      I hooked a real big fish this time.
    

    
      “If I am victorious, please grant this hybrid wyvern to me!”
    

    
      “Cough!”
    

    
      “The hybrid wyvern?!”
    

    
      Everyone was shocked by my condition. Cries of surprise rang out all around the clearing.
    

    
      “This mongrel? Kukuku. It’s not a difficult matter. Marquis Mermos, can you give me this hybrid wyvern as a condition for this duel, upon which my honor is hinged?”
    

    
      “How could a mixed-race wyvern compare to the honor of the Great Bajran’s Crown Prince himself? I am only concerned about your honor, Your Imperial Highness.” Unlike before, Marquis Mermos was acting very meek. He knew there was nothing more he could do.
    

    
      “But...” Igis tried to speak up.
    

    
      I glanced at Igis and covertly shook my head. This had nothing to do with the princess anymore, and was now a duel between knights where one’s honor was at stake. Even the Emperor could not stop it.
    

    
      ‘Irene, don’t look at me like that. I won’t die.’
    

    
      Irene was standing behind Igis and staring intently at me. I didn’t see a single cadet in the clearing; it seemed they were locked up in the dorms.
    

    
      “Sir Haliday! Will you wield your sword for the sake of your Crown Prince’s honor?”
    

    
      “I will be the sword for the Crown Prince’s honor with my life!”
    

    
      Poltviran sure was impatient. He called out one knight from the Imperial Guard surrounding him.
    

    
      ‘Hmph! You coward.’
    

    
      Restoring one’s honor only had meaning if you did it yourself. He wasn’t even a lady but used a proxy to say this and that about honor. 
    

    
      ‘He’s probably one of the strongest knights among the Imperial Guard.’
    

    
      This was a knight of the Imperial Guard protecting a crown prince who would become the next emperor. If he was strong enough to be called upon now, he was surely a Master at least.
    

    
      ‘I can’t even use magic or spirits. What a shame.’ I hadn’t yet revealed my true skills. If I revealed them here, I might be mistaken as a spy.
    

    
      “Countess Irene, may I borrow your sword?”
    

    
      Irene only nodded and gravely passed over her long sword.
    

    
      “With everyone here as my witness, I humbly submit myself to this duel of honor.”
    

    
      I pointed my sword at the man named Haliday, but my eyes were facing the Crown Prince. ‘You unlucky bastard!’ I thought.
    

    
      “I permit it,” uttered the Crown Prince with a false pretense of solemnity.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto, look well. Look carefully at your master’s struggle for your freedom!’
    

    
      Bebeto was watching over everything with his golden eyes. To prevent his escape, dozens of Blessed Spears were pointed at him from all directions.
    

    
      The sturdily-built Haliday unsheathed his sword with the hiss of steel. Blue aura flowed from his blade.
    

    
      I pointed Irene’s long sword at his heart.
    

    
      ‘You’re going down!’
    

    
      “Ha!” As soon as I took position, Haliday didn’t even give me the first move and came rushing forward.
    

    
      ‘Hng!’
    

    
      I snorted inwardly and drew my mana. Blue mana flowed from my sword. Every cell in my body quivered with readiness.
    

    
      And then, I swung to meet my enemy’s lateral blow.
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Kyre...’
    

    
      She was a princess of the Bajran Empire, but Igis had never experienced such humiliation and agitation all at once.
    

    
      She knew her elder brother was furious, but she didn’t think he would go as far as to strike her. Since her birth, she had never been hit by anyone before, much less in front of countless nobles, knights, and soldiers.
    

    
      She wanted to cry. If the emperor was here, she would have wanted to wail and cry. But the position of a princess was a noble one where you could not even cry as you wished.
    

    
      So Igis clenched her teeth and swallowed her rage. And she silently watched Poltviran’s ugly actions. Her half-brother directed his anger, which could not be vented on Igis, towards the cadet knight, Kyre.
    

    
      ‘How could it be Sir Haliday, who will soon become a Master...’
    

    
      Igis had heard of Haliday as well. He was a guard knight who had the utmost faith in the Crown Prince. As a knight of the Imperial Guard who had nearly reached the Master stage in his mid-thirties, he was the subject of rumors within the imperial family. The moment Poltviran ascended to the throne, Haliday would surely be granted leadership of the knights.
    

    
      With such a knight as his foe, Kyre was caught in a duel where his life was at stake. However, he didn’t show any fear. Even in front of the Crown Prince and all the knights, he was impossibly confident. He was standing in front of Igis with his sword drawn.
    

    
      ‘Oh Goddess of Victory, Ormion! I beg of you to grant victory to that knight!’
    

    
      Igis gathered her hands and prayed to the Goddess of Victory.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      Even before her prayer was complete, the two people collided, their sharp swords billowing with blue light aiming for each others’ lives.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      As the steel met steel, the sharp ring of metal burst out in the clearing.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      Mana fragments splattered like sparks in all directions, and the aura of the two people duelling made everyone watching hurriedly retreat.
    

    
      The swords traced clear shadows under the light of the magic lamps.
    

    
      Most people here were Skyknights with a certain degree of skill, but the outrageous duel before them made their palms sweat.
    

    
      It was fast.
    

    
      Leaving the hiss of a sword cutting through air, one sword would approach the other’s neck, and the defender would reflect that attack and immediately move into an attack aiming for the opponent’s waist. The two duelers exchanged a flurry of attacks. Several Skyknights and knights began to tremble, thinking about what would have happened if they had come forward to duel.
    

    
      And at the same time, they were surprised. Everyone at the covert knew of the Crown Prince’s right hand, Baron Haliday. Born as the son of a knight, Haliday was a devotee of the sword who earned his position as a baron with his skills alone. He may not be a Skyknight, but everyone knew his skills were not inferior in any way and that the Crown Prince had full confidence in him.
    

    
      A mere cadet knight was on the other side of that Haliday’s sword. Everyone’s gazes turned towards this young rookie who had spoken of honor in front of the Crown Prince, the black-haired cadet named Kyre.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Ba-bam!
      
    

    
      ‘He’s strong!’
    

    
      There was a reason why Haliday was the Crown Prince’s proxy. He left no openings. He matched me in force, speed, and even mana. His transition into offensive maneuvers was rapid, and his sword struck at me like a viper aiming for my openings.
    

    
      ‘If I mess up, I could lose.’
    

    
      I focused and returned each and every blow. His blade was shrouded in blue light. If I got hit, I would be sent directly to the River Thames.
    

    
      “You’re quite good.”
    

    
      After throwing ten or so attacks at me, Haliday leisurely retreated and uttered some words of praise.
    

    
      “You too.”
    

    
      
        [TN: Said in English.]
      
    

    
      ".....?"
    

    
      After I replied in brief English, Haliday showed a moment of doubt. But then his face flushed red; he must have thought I was insulting him.
    

    
      ‘He wants to finish it.’
    

    
      The end of the duel was nigh. The knight poured a bunch of mana into his sword, as if preparing for a finishing blow. I began to wonder if I should use magic or spirits.
    

    
      ‘Ah! That’s right!’
    

    
      At that moment, a certain scene flashed in my mind.
    

    
      ‘Let’s give it a try!’
    

    
      The idea in my head was the Master arts used by the Mad Dog, Count Kaldain. I had repeated that art in my head countless times after experiencing it. I hadn’t had much time to practice magic or sword skills since then, but I used magic to practice countless imaginary battles in my head every night before bed.
    

    
      Thanks to those efforts, I was confident that I could freely wield my sword as well as 5th Circle magic. Lately, I had completed the theoretical understanding of Count Kaldain’s move.
    

    
      The illusionary sword art, Snake Phantom.
    

    
      ‘What have I got to lose!’
    

    
      I had nothing to fear. Thankfully, there were no high-level mages around. If it came down to it, I could use magic and spirits to escape.
    

    
      I urgently drew my mana and poured it into my sword.
    

    
      ‘I have to make a physical mana sword!’
    

    
      Not just an illusion, but a mana sword with actual physical form. I couldn’t conjure five or six like the Count, but I was confident I could manage two or three of them.
    

    
      Theoretically, it wasn’t as hard as I thought.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      Haliday came running over.
    

    
      ‘Ah! This guy also—!’
    

    
      My opponent’s sword rushed towards me, leaving a fan-shaped wave in its wake. It was sloppy, but it emitted the traces of an illusionary sword made by a Master.
    

    
      ‘Break it apart!’
    

    
      I sent my will to my mana-charged sword, pouring in all my rage towards those who wanted to suppress and destroy me.
    

    
      The sword trembled as I filled it inch by inch with mana, expending every bit of my will and might.
    

    
      “Woah!”
    

    
      “Mana shadow!”
    

    
      The spectating knights burst out with surprised cries.
    

    
      ‘It’s done!’
    

    
      It took all my strength to produce just three mana shadows. One of them was even incomplete.
    

    
      
        Babababaam!
      
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      The mana shadows were illusionary, but as the first one collided with Halliday’s sword, the powerful impact traveled up my arm. The second shadow sword crashed in and shattered at Haliday’s defense. “Agh!” After blocking the unexpected attack with great difficulty, Haliday let out a cry of surprise.
    

    
      ‘An opening!’
    

    
      After blocking the second shadow, Haliday noticed the half-made shadow sword late and hastened to defend. The moment he raised his sword to block it, it was like a hole was opened in an impregnable fort.
    

    
      
        Papow!
      
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      Three different sounds rang out at the same time. As Haliday narrowly reflected the third shadow sword with a clang, my sword snaked into the opening and buried itself into his right abdomen with a wet sound, and Haliday screamed.
    

    
      Everything happened simultaneously— it was hard to tell which came first.
    

    
      With a clatter, Haliday’s sword fell to the stone ground.
    

    
      “C-call the priest!”
    

    
      “How... how can this be.”
    

    
      “T-the cadet knight won.”
    

    
      The knights were in utter disbelief.
    

    
      I nonchalantly picked up his sword. This was a duel with our lives on the line. Taking the opponent’s sword was the victor’s right.
    

    
      “Heal!”
    

    
      The mages among the Skyknights ran over and cast Heal. The injury was caused by mana, so unlike normal sword injuries, if treatment was not provided right away, the person could die.
    

    
      “You... youuuuu!”
    

    
      At the defeat of the knight he had believed in, Poltviran screamed with rage. His injured honor was more important than consideration for his injured knight.
    

    
      “I was able to win because of Sir Haliday’s mercy.”
    

    
      Holding my sword, I extended a knight’s courtesy towards Haliday, whose eyes were twisted in pain.
    

    
      “I, I lost. Keugh.”
    

    
      Heal had stopped the bleeding, but Haliday was surely still in a lot of pain. However, he managed to retain his pride as a knight and admitted his defeat without collapsing.
    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    
      The Crown Prince glared coldly at Haliday, then snorted and turned away.
    

    
      ‘Where do you think you’re going!’ I wasn’t one to send him away just like this.
    

    
      “I sincerely thank Your Highness the Crown Prince, who has granted me this wyvern. I will do my utmost to assist the empire and His Imperial Majesty, the Emperor!” It didn’t cost money to lie! I bowed my head and sincerely(?) gave my thanks to the Crown Prince, who had turned and was leaving.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre...”
    

    
      ‘Uwah! W-what kind of jackpot is this!’
    

    
      Princess Igis, who had been watching the duel with bated breath, ran over and suddenly hugged me.
    

    
      As she did so, male knights who had been utterly surprised began to shoot lasers from their eyes at me. And the female knights were the opposite; their eyes were full of emotion.
    

    
      The popularity of this guy is... Uhahahahaha!’
    

    
      Somehow, I ended up in the flowery embrace of a beautiful lady. My expression was one of surprise, but inside, I was laughing with joy.
    

    
      ‘I-Irene.’
    

    
      At least, until I met eyes with one woman, who was looking at me strangely...
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 35: Becoming a Noble
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “I-is it true?”
    

    
      “What is?”
    

    
      “That, that you won in a duel with a Knight of the Imperial Guard and became a Skyknight!” screamed Russell loud enough to shake the room.
    

    
      “Oh, that? It turned out like that, yeah.” I rubbed my ear, acting like it wasn’t a big deal.
    

    
      “Kyre!”
    

    
      Russell grabbed me in an embrace.
    

    
      ‘Oi oi, why are there so many people wanting to hug me today?’
    

    
      After the stormy duel ended, I was brought into the warm embrace of the Imperial Princess. Without realizing what kind of impact her actions had, Igis hugged me and everyone shot startled gazes at me, forcing me to quickly escape her hug. As the male knights glared fiercely at me, I was truly able to experience how adored Igis was by the knights of the empire.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, now Bebeto belongs to me! Uhuhuhu!’
    

    
      The Crown Prince had turned and left, but Marquis Mermos stayed to give me formal ownership of Bebeto. 
    

    
      “You’re amazing! Really amazing!”
    

    
      Even though Russell would have to give up on his dream of becoming a Skyknight if he failed the upcoming third and last flight test, he was sincerely happy for me, as if it was his own matter.
    

    
      ‘But seriously, why do I feel so happy to get hugged by this guy?’
    

    
      I had shed my armor and changed into the regular cadet outfit. As Russell hugged me, coming up only to my chin, I felt my breath becoming ragged. My body began to heat up with an itchy sensation.
    

    
      ‘No! I don’t like men!’
    

    
      In these last few months with Russell, he had really challenged my sexuality. His freshly bathed skin was plump and the red lips I felt at my chest when he spoke gave off a faint fragrance. If he was next to me, I felt the impulse to fool around and hug him or at least grab his hand, but I firmly resisted the temptation. I was already 18, an age where I knew everything I should and then some. I didn’t want to betray the pure heart of a man with someone of the same sex.
    

    
      “R-Russell, what’s with you today...”
    

    
      Feeling strange, I tried to break away from Russell. In that moment, I saw clear droplets falling from his eyes.
    

    
      ‘What the, he’s crying?’
    

    
      “Hngg...”
    

    
      These days, Russell spent a lot of time crying like a girl. Clearly distraught, he buried his face into my chest and cried.
    

    
      ‘Alright, there are times when a guy wants to cry, too,’ I thought with sympathy. Russell had an indispensable reason why he needed to become a Skyknight. He was surely disappointed in himself for becoming so fearful every time he tried to ride a wyvern.
    

    
      “Thank you... you at least will become a Skyknight.”
    

    
      ‘Russell...’
    

    
      For the first time, I heard Russell’s innermost feelings. His words made my chest sting. There was almost a woman’s ardency as she worried about someone she loved in his voice.
    

    
      ‘Alright, friend. I’ll guide you!’
    

    
      Even if I couldn’t guide my people to a place running with milk and honey like Moses, I wanted to help my friend find hope again. That would be my first gift as a Skyknight.
    

    
      “Chin up...”
    

    
      I gently embraced the crying Russell. This was the only thing I could do for him right now.
    

    
      ‘This is nice.’
    

    
      As I did so, I once again felt that Russell’s small hug was really very comfortable.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘So what should I do now?’
    

    
      Bebeto became my wyvern, but I was clueless on wyvern feeding and care. I didn’t have a ground crew like the other Skyknights, and because I hadn’t formally received a peerage yet, my social status was unclear.
    

    
      ‘Why is everyone giving me so much side-eye?’
    

    
      That was another problem— all the males were glowering at me with provocative glances. It wasn’t just Skyknights, but crewmates and soldiers as well. As soon as they saw me, they would whisper amongst themselves and shoot daggers at me with their eyes.
    

    
      ‘I’m targeted by the Crown Prince, and because of Igis, even the Skyknights are excluding me. What a great start.’
    

    
      I had no desire to live my life comfortably anyway. A hero of the ages had to overcome diversity and hardship. That was the future in store for me.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto, you brat, shall we give you a bath?’
    

    
      Even if I didn’t have a crewmate, there were many things I had to do for Bebeto. I wanted to clean up his dirty hangar and scrub away the years of neglect on his body.
    

    
      ‘The weather sure is great!’
    

    
      It was a typical spring day. The hillside around the covert was lush with green leaves and flowers whose names I didn’t know. It was perfect weather to pack lunch and go on a picnic. I appreciated the marvels of spring as I walked towards Bebeto’s secluded hangar. 
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      Bebeto belonged to me now. Last night, I had definitely closed the hangar door before returning to the dorms, but the door was currently wide open.
    

    
      And it wasn’t just that. A huge cloud of dust was getting swept out of the hangar. Someone was definitely sweeping.
    

    
      ‘Who is it? Without my permission—!’
    

    
      Part of me was thankful, but I felt a surge of anger knowing someone had touched the hangar without my permission.
    

    
      “Who is it! Who dares—”
    

    
      I quickly ran inside and just as quickly shut my mouth, my anger dissipating.
    

    
      ‘Igis! Derval!’
    

    
      Igis, who was supposed to return to the palace today, was sweating as she swept the ground, and the helpless Derval was staring at the princess with a nervous expression.
    

    
      “Princess...”
    

    
      “Hoho, good morning, Kyre.”
    

    
      Igis had surely never held a broomstick or rag in her life. But now, she was rather skillfully gathering up the dust and sweeping the ground. Her refined face was sooty with sweat and dust as she threw a happy smile my way.
    

    
      “I, I tried to stop her, but...” 
    

    
      When I turned to Derval, he stammered out an excuse. It seemed even he did not believe that an imperial princess who could even become an empress was personally pulling up her sleeves to sweep and scrub.
    

    
      “Please hand those over. If others were to find out about this...”
    

    
      ‘I will die!’
    

    
      I was already the enemy of all men after the princess’ sneak attack last night. If the fact that the princess had personally cleaned a dirty hangar got out, I might become the victim of terrorism.
    

    
      “It’s alright. I wanted to do at least this much for Bebeto.”
    

    
      Having escaped his steel shackles, Bebeto was blinking his golden eyes as he watched the princess cleaning his hangar with satisfaction.
    

    
      ‘Igis isn’t your servant! Oi!’ I retorted inwardly, flailing an imaginary fist at this cheeky brat. 
    

    
      He was now my wyvern, but he clearly needed some education. I decided to give him some special education in the near future.
    

    
      “Please give those to me. Even so, for the Princess to do such a thing is....”
    

    
      “Oh my...!”
    

    
      In my hurry to grab the wooden broomstick, I accidentally ended up grabbing Igis’ hand as she tried to dodge.
    

    
      ‘Lucky grab....’
    

    
      Igis’ face instantly reddened. I couldn’t understand how a princess, of all people, could be like this. A swarm of attendants would run over at her beck and call, but Igis was doing manual labor with a kind heart. Her warm consideration traveled up my hand right into my heart.  “Ahem...” Derval coughed, having long become a bronze statue. “I have a major in sweeping and a minor in mopping,” I said smoothly in order to prevent Igis from feeling humiliated. I took the broom from her hands and began to energetically sweep the dusty floor.
    

    
      “Pft... hohoho.”
    

    
      At my servant-y actions, Igis covered her mouth and laughed. The stuffy, dusty hangar was lit up by her radiance.
    

    
      “Princess!”
    

    
      With clattering footsteps, the Imperial Knights ran towards the hangar with blanched faces. They probably got scolded until their ears fell off yesterday.
    

    
      ‘Your poor sops, you’ve got your hands full with a single princess.’
    

    
      From the looks of it, Igis had probably snuck away this morning as well without any word.
    

    
      “I apologize,” she said with her head bowed towards the Imperial Guard Knights who were running over with pale faces. Her graceful courtesy was truly beautiful to witness.
    

    
      “His Highness the Crown Prince is waiting.” Dipping his head immediately in response to Igis’ apology, the Imperial Knight respectfully asked Igis to depart.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre, you’ll come if I invite you to the palace, right?”
    

    
      ‘Invite!!’
    

    
      Most people lived their whole lives without being able to see the inner palace where the Imperial Family lived. My ears perked right up.
    

    
      “Of course. If you invite me, Your Highness, I will happily come running post-haste.”
    

    
      How could I possibly refuse? ‘I hear the palace cooking is killer. Huhu.’
    

    
      There were wide-spread rumors among the cadet knights who had visited the palace about the incredible cooking there. I also wanted to try it once.
    

    
      “Then...”
    

    
      Princess Igis gracefully lowered her head. I hurried to bow lower than her.
    

    
      “Bebeto, be well. I’ll miss you...” murmured Igis, her voice wet with tears.
    

    
      Guooo. Bebeto gave her a careful farewell as well.
    

    
      Then, Igis left, surrounded by Imperial Guard Knights.
    

    
      ‘What a shame... damn.’
    

    
      Only once I was watching her retreating back did my heart start to ache. Seeing the darling Princess Igis after this would be hard for the time being. The short but sweet memories I had shared with her lately passed through my mind like a film loop.
    

    
      ‘But wait, why is Derval here?’
    

    
      Derval had suffered harsh advice from me. In just a few days, the rough and depressed demeanour I was familiar with flew off to who knows where, transforming into a bright smile.
    

    
      “Please take me on. I will entrust my dreams and hopes on you, Sir Kyre.”
    

    
      After turning away from Igis, Derval fell to his knees. The immature pride he had flared at me before was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      “Why?” I couldn’t just accept him like this.
    

    
      “Didn’t you tell me that when you live, there will be a day when the sun rises! Sir Kyre, please be that sun for me!” Derval cried passionately, his voice thick with sincerity.
    

    
      
        Guoo.
      
    

    
      “I get it, I get it!’
    

    
      Catching on quickly, Bebeto voiced his opinion.
    

    
      “Can you do well? Even though Bebeto and I are in a tough position?”
    

    
      “If it’s you, Sir Kyre, you will overcome everything. That confidence and skill to restore your honor even in front of the Crown Prince himself! I, Derval, am merely showing my respect towards that courage.”
    

    
      It seemed Derval had also heard what happened last night.
    

    
      “Alright. If that’s how you truly feel, I will take you on. However...” I trailed off and stared deeply into Derval’s passionate eyes. “Don’t stab me in the back. I hate people who betray my trust the most.”
    

    
      With a painful sounding thump, Derval kowtowed into the ground.
    

    
      “I will serve you, Sir Kyre, with my very life!”
    

    
      ‘Just give me about half of your life. If you do that, I’ll take care of your marriage, house, and honor!’
    

    
      I first learned that it wasn’t easy to take responsibility for someone in my kindergarten first love. A little girl named Lee Suli had always followed me around. When it came time to part ways on graduation day, I cried and threw a fit, refusing to say goodbye. 
    

    
      In the end, I was given a scolding by my mother. “The moment you take responsibility for Lee Suli, you won’t be able to buy a single one of those Yu-Gi-Oh cards you like so much, you’ll have to share the one package of snacks you get every day, and you won’t be able to sleep the way you want to at night,” she warned sternly.
    

    
      That’s when I realized. Taking responsibility for another life was only possible for a pure saint who could share what was his.
    

    
      That being said, Derval was a man, not a woman. And now I was already old enough to buy as many Yu-Gi-Oh cards as I wanted. I decided to take in Derval with an open mind.
    

    
      ‘This guy poops a lot too, so this is good.’
    

    
      Of course, I wasn’t just taking him in because I didn’t want to take care of Bebeto’s king-sized poops or huge appetite, ok?!
    

    
      “That’s that, but what do we have to do now?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “I was entrusted with Bebeto on the fly, but I’m not formally a Skyknight yet... it’s an awkward position.”
    

    
      I was also worried about becoming the Crown Prince’s target. The moment his pride fell apart, he had pierced me with bloodthirsty eyes. I was sure that all hell would break loose as soon as he found fault with me.
    

    
      “I heard that you have been recognized by His Highness the Crown Prince and His Excellency, Covert Commander Mermos. Is that true?” Derval’s eyes gleamed.
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “If so, please go to His Excellency the Marquis and receive the Skyknight formal letter of appointment. You don’t need to receive the peerage now, but you can only be formally distributed goods in the covert if you have a formal letter of appointment.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, it’s good I have him.’
    

    
      I was confident I wouldn’t lose in a head-on fight, but all the little odds and ends made my head hurt.
    

    
      “It’s especially important for Bebeto, because as a hybrid wyvern, the other Skyknights and wyverns will be on guard against him.”
    

    
      “But can you tell me why a hybrid wyvern is treated like that? If it were me, I would put more value on such an outstanding hybrid wyvern.”
    

    
      “Of course, it isn’t as if empires and kingdoms haven’t thought that. But wyverns simply do not interbreed. That is why only one in a thousand or ten-thousand wyverns are hybrids. Because the chance is so low and because humans cannot curtail the uncertainty and rage wyverns have towards hybrids, everyone gave up on producing them. Once a hybrid wyvern appears on the battlefield, other wyverns see red and the number 1 target is the hybrid wyvern. You probably know this already, but that is why hybrid wyverns have been historically called cursed wyverns.”
    

    
      Derval laid out the most important points in more detail than Igis.
    

    
      I nodded. ‘In conclusion, there’s no problem as long as you’re strong enough to repel all the wyverns charging in.’ The solution was simple, but the problem was whether you had the skills to survive under concentrated fire.
    

    
      “If I get the formal letter of appointment, can Bebeto and I get armor?”
    

    
      “About that... I’m not sure. There hasn’t been such an extraordinary appointment until now,” said Derval with a severe expression.
    

    
      “Okay! Let’s end things here then. I should go get the formal letter of appointment for now and register you as my exclusive crewmate, Derval.”
    

    
      “That’s correct. That should be the only thing you need to do today, sir. As for the rest, an order should be issued from the superiors.”
    

    
      “An order?”
    

    
      “If I’m correct... I believe we won’t be able to stay here for much longer.”
    

    
      “Hm...”
    

    
      Derval’s speculation made me hum in thought. Actually, the same thought had occurred to me. No one would want to work or fly with a cursed wyvern that could bring misfortune on you with a single glance, and after becoming the Crown Prince’s target, no Skyknight would want to be in the same team as us. It might be possible if it was Countess Irene, though.
    

    
      “But when do I get the peerage and territory?”
    

    
      “Pardon? Territory?” Derval repeated dumbly.
    

    
      “Aren’t Skyknights supposed to get a peerage and territory?”
    

    
      “Sigh....” Derval made a pitying expression along with a deep sigh.
    

    
      ‘What, is that wrong?’ I thought, puzzled by his reaction.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre, are you really a Skyknight cadet?” asked Derval.
    

    
      “Yeah, I am...”
    

    
      “Then why do you ask about a territory... How could there be any more land in the empire to distribute among the nobility?”
    

    
      “Wait, then are all the Skyknights here nobles without any territory?”
    

    
      “Of course they have a peerage and territory. The problem is...” Derval stopped and stared at me as if asking ‘do you really not know?’ After seeing my blank look and confirming that I really had no clue, he continued. “They have appointed peerages and designated grants from Imperial territory.”
    

    
      ‘I understand appointed peerages, but what’s the designated grant thing?’
    

    
      “What does ‘designated grant’ mean, exactly?”
    

    
      “As you may know, territories owned by His Imperial Majesty the Emperor’s family are larger and more extensive than any other territory in the empire. About ⅕ of the empire’s land is under the possession of His Imperial Majesty. A set amount is taken from the taxes collected from the Emperor’s territories and granted to soldiers serving the Emperor or Skyknights affiliated with the Imperial Family according to their titles. Typically, a baron will receive around 20,000 Gold per year.”
    

    
      ‘What, really? 20,000 Gold?’
    

    
      Just catching tuna or demon beasts would net you more than that. Skyknights were treated more stingily than I expected.
    

    
      “However, that is not a small sum if you consider the price of the defensive arms and daily goods that wyverns consume, as well as the price of items distributed to Skyknights.”
    

    
      I understood that 20,000 Gold was no small sum, but the problem was, I didn’t like the sound of it at all.
    

    
      “Is there no way to receive a peerage and territory at the same time?”
    

    
      “Of course, there is.”
    

    
      “Oh? What is it?”
    

    
      “One must become a war hero. If an enemy empire or kingdom’s territory is seized, then you can receive a territory like that. Another way is if you achieve a truly amazing feat and receive the favor of His Imperial Majesty the Emperor. You may be granted a part of his territory and become an independent noble.”
    

    
      ‘Hm... so you have to receive the Emperor’s favor.’
    

    
      I fell into deep thought. From what I heard, the atmosphere on the continent wasn’t good, but there was probably no one stupid enough to pick a one-on-one fight with the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      ‘I do need a territory, and a big one at that,’ I mused, my thoughts becoming muddy with complicated matters. ‘Whatever, let’s just get the formal letter of appointment for now. Tomorrow’s problems can wait for tomorrow.’
    

    
      A child who could barely count wouldn’t be able to do differentials or calculus in a single day. I decided to walk forward steadily step by step, or rather, two steps at a time. Digesting the huge boon I had just swallowed came first and foremost.
    

    
      ‘Marquis Mermos...’
    

    
      I left the hangar with brisk steps. Marquis Mermos definitely had a favorable impression of me. The issue was, how could I strip the most benefits possible from him?
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Right, a marquis should enjoy this much luxury at least.’
    

    
      I had gone sightseeing all over the covert, but I hadn’t yet gone inside the 4-story stone building where the Marquis was staying. It wasn’t because the knights on guard at the front gates were wearing severe expressions, but because there was a lot to see elsewhere. So this was my first time seeing the covert headquarters up close and personal. Sculptures and works of art that didn’t lose to the ones in the inner palace were adorning the walls.
    

    
      
        Knock knock.
      
    

    
      “Your Excellency, the cadet Kyre has requested to see you.” The knight who escorted me knocked on the door and informed the Marquis of my arrival.
    

    
      “Come in,” said the Marquis with a dignified voice.
    

    
      With a click, the knight opened up the door.
    

    
      “I greet the Commander.”
    

    
      In front of me sat Marquis Mermos, the Vice-Captain of the Imperial Guard Skyknights and the Commander of Kirphone Covert. He was an eldery man with a head of neat white hair. On his face was the same kindly smile that I had seen at the entrance exam.
    

    
      “Sit down.”
    

    
      ‘It’s simple.’
    

    
      Unlike the decorations outside, the Marquis’ office was austerely decorated. There was a large painting of a Black Wyvern flying in the sky, as well as a luxurious-looking airplate. Formal merits hung on the wall. There was also an antique desk and a well-used leather chair. The atmosphere suited the gentlemanly marquis very well.
    

    
      “Would you like a cup of tea?”
    

    
      ‘Tea to start?’
    

    
      The Marquis himself was pouring tea from a flowery teapot atop a magic stove on one side of the office. As expected of a high-ranking noble, it seemed that magic items were used for convenience.
    

    
      “I will gladly have a drink.”
    

    
      “This is Siphore tea from the Litore Mountains. I often drink it before a flight for its light and clean taste.”
    

    
      Marquis Mermos explained the tea to me like a friendly neighborhood grandpa and not like a noble.
    

    
      As he poured the tea, I was able to pinpoint the identity of the faint fragrance I had detected when I came inside. The Siphore tea, which looked like black tea, flowed into a white teacup with a gilded edge.
    

    
      “Have you come because of the letter of appointment?”
    

    
      “Pardon? Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      The next moment, Marquis guessed my reason for coming.
    

    
      “A letter of appointment is within my ability to grant. However, you will not be able to receive a formal peerage,” he said frankly while quietly drinking tea. “A formal peerage can only be granted by His Imperial Majesty the Emperor.”
    

    
      I knew that too. But the problem was that there were no Skyknights on the continent who didn’t have a peerage. There might be some unaffiliated pirates, but it was definitely an unusual case.
    

    
      “Life looks very simple, but it’s actually quite hard. In particular, once you become a noble, you cannot escape from your political obligations.”
    

    
      As my senior in life, Marquis Mermos advised me as he laid down his political viewpoint. I could only accept his words. He may be a high-ranking marquis of the empire, but even he wouldn’t want to step too far out of line with the next emperor, the Crown Prince.
    

    
      “However... For a Skyknight to possess a normal knight identity is also laughable. Because of you, I was forced to think of complicated matters and couldn’t sleep well last night.”
    

    
      A high noble was someone who could kill a commoner for simply looking at them wrong if they were in a bad mood. I felt a little bad knowing the Marquis had slept poorly last night because of me.
    

    
      “What kinds of thoughts drove you to become a Skyknight? With skills like yours, you could most certainly live without problems as a regular knight.”
    

    
      “Because it’s cool.”
    

    
      “Cool? Is that... really the only reason?”
    

    
      “To be honest with you, sir, you can earn money and honor with it as well, so shouldn’t any man challenge it once in their lifetime?”
    

    
      “Money, honor? Hahaha. You’re a funny fellow.”
    

    
      It must be surprising that someone could reveal their honest thoughts to a marquis who was called ‘Your Excellency’ by everyone. As I offered my innermost thoughts without hesitation, the Marquis let out a good-natured laugh.
    

    
      “But it’s a real shame. You have angered the one person you shouldn’t have.”
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter.”
    

    
      “It doesn’t? Why not?” the Marquis asked, once again at a loss for words.
    

    
      “The world is bigger than one might think, isn’t that true?”
    

    
      “Those words... Do you mean to say it doesn’t have to be this empire?”
    

    
      “I wonder...” I vacillated with a smile.
    

    
      “I have been closely following you, the person who confidently talked back to Marquis Kermon when we first met,” said the Marquis. “It seems your relationship with noble heirs at the Academy is very poor.”
    

    
      ‘He’s done his research.’
    

    
      “You’re a dangerous fellow. Despite being a commoner, you have absolutely no fear towards nobles, and you also have no sense of loyalty towards the empire or the Imperial Family.” The Marquis was a good judge of character. “For such a person to become a Skyknight... What choice would you make if you were me or a noble of the empire?”
    

    
      ‘What use is it to ask a question like that. Jeez.’
    

    
      “I would educate him well and turn him into a righteous and heroic Skyknight loyal to the Imperial Family,” I said smoothly, hiding my true thoughts.
    

    
      “Heh... A heroic Skyknight with deep loyalty...” Marquis Mermos let out a small laugh. “I will grant you a peerage as well as a title, ‘Adalon,’ which carries a meaning of blessing.”
    

    
      ‘Huh? A peerage and title?’
    

    
      Something very unexpected came out of the Marquis’ mouth. I would have no words of opposition even if he were to chase Bebeto and me out, but now he was even granting me a peerage.
    

    
      “Only, it is not a formal peerage with a designated grant that only the Emperor can give, but a baronet peerage of appointment that I, a marquis, can give.”
    

    
      ‘Baronet? Jeez, a viscount is already low enough, so what’s this about a baronet!’
    

    
      “If you become a Skyknight with a cadet knight status, it could confuse the existing order of rank, but it would be excessive to grant a formal peerage to a person whose skills and loyalty have not yet been confirmed. With that in mind, know that this is the best I can offer within my ability.”
    

    
      The brevity had completely disappeared from the Marquis’ face, replaced by utter seriousness.
    

    
      ‘He really loves the empire.’ The Marquis was emanating a spirit of integrity that could only come from a loyal citizen.
    

    
      “Thank you for your consideration.”
    

    
      There was no reason to refuse. A baronet title was still much better than a cadet knight. I should just be satisfied that it was a step above a knight.
    

    
      ‘Phew, it’s really hard to level up.’
    

    
      Becoming a noble was harder than leveling up in a game. I had a wyvern and a peerage, but I still had a long road ahead of me.
    

    
      “Because you lack a formal peerage granted by His Imperial Majesty the Emperor, you cannot be distributed magic armor for your wyvern or an airplate. If you have the skills, take care of those on your own.”
    

    
      ‘They cost more than a few cents though...’
    

    
      Despite my grumbling, I fully understood the Marquis. This was the utmost he could do for me considering my relationship with the Crown Prince.
    

    
      “I understand. I will settle that on my own. However, please allow me to take on a crewmate for Bebeto’s maintenance.”
    

    
      “A crewmate, you say... I would like to, but as you may know, crewmates are also paid by a portion of the designated grant.”
    

    
      ‘Wow, this is so stingy,’ I muttered to myself.
    

    
      “Please let me have the crewmate named Derval.”
    

    
      “Derval? Hooh, you have more ability than your outward appearance suggests. He may be missing an arm, but I am surprised you know about Derval, who graduated top of his class in the Empire Administration Academy.”
    

    
      ‘Top of his class? He’s that smart?’
    

    
      Unlike nobles born with silver spoons, a commoner could only win with their smarts and skills. If he graduated from the top of his class at a place like that, he was undoubtedly a genius.
    

    
      “Alright. He was about to be discharged anyway, so I will give him to you.’
    

    
      ‘Why do I feel so crappy even though I’m getting what I want?’
    

    
      At the Marquis’ ungrudging(?) goodwill, I lowered my head. “Thank you very much.”
    

    
      “This is a noble letter of appointment signifying the baronet status. It is merely an appointed peerage, but nobles from baronets upwards receive noble respect in accordance with common law. Become a model noble devoting loyalty to your empire.”
    

    
      ‘Ahh! I’m finally a noble! Uhahaha!’
    

    
      Finally, I had joined the much-dreamed-of ranks of nobility! It was the lowest rank of noble which left much to be desired, but it was still a step above knights.
    

    
      From today onwards, I would be living as a noble. Even if it was just a baronet title.
    

    
      “I will do my best to fulfill obligations as a noble.”
    

    
      ‘Depending on how it goes. Huhuhu.’ I would only treat them well if they treated me with respect.
    

    
      “Ah! Before I forget, you can fly at will. Just avoid the areas marked as no-fly zones.”
    

    
      ‘It can’t be preferential treatment just for me, so why...?’
    

    
      “Why only me...”
    

    
      “It is my final act of consideration. Learn the art of flying as fast as you can. I will assign a flight instructor to you.”
    

    
      ‘Final consideration? What’s with the look in his eyes?’
    

    
      Marquis Mermos’ eyes were filled with regret and bitterness. At that moment, I knew that the Marquis knew something he could not disclose.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 36: Russell’s Secret
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Have they never seen a human before? Look ‘til your eyes fall out, why dontcha!’’
    

    
      Rumors had already spread throughout the covert, as evidenced by how people would whisper amongst themselves or evade as soon as they caught sight of me. It wasn’t even as if I had an infectious disease, but a silent quarantine was inflicted on me. I inwardly cursed the people avoiding me as I briskly walked back to Bebeto’s hangar with the appointment letter in hand.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      “Huhu, to fool around without a speck of fear. It seems you’ve gone crazy because you want to die!”
    

    
      ‘Huh, what are they doing?’
    

    
      In front of Bebeto’s remote hangar, two of the soldiers in charge of distributing wyvern food like pigs and sheep were kicking someone.
    

    
      ‘These bastards!’
    

    
      Crawling on the ground with agony, most likely from getting hit in the stomach, was Derval.
    

    
      “You think that fearless cadet knight will be able to help you? Huhuhu. How dare you give orders from someone who will soon be sent to hell by His Highness the Crown Prince! Tch!”
    

    
      “Step on him! Just looking at him pisses me off!”
    

    
      They sure were going at it.
    

    
      
        Bam bam!
      
    

    
      “Aargh!”
    

    
      Clenching my teeth, I soundlessly approached the completely unaware guys who were excitedly beating up Derval.
    

    
      “Are you having fun?”
    

    
      “W-who is it!”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      These two had been so busy kicking Derval that they hadn’t noticed that their time for retribution was approaching. They jumped in surprise at my cold voice.
    

    
      "....." The two soldiers furrowed their brows at the sight of me.
    

    
      “What’s wrong? Keep going.”
    

    
      Despite suffering quite a grievance, Derval was clenching his teeth and enduring it.
    

    
      “N-no, we were...” They began to stammer out an excuse.
    

    
      “Derval, what’s going on?”
    

    
      “I, I asked them to give me a pig for Bebeto to eat...” Derval said as he wiped the blood on his mouth with his sleeves. He glared at the two soldiers with blazing eyes.
    

    
      “Is that so? But why are you getting hit, where’s the pig?”
    

    
      I experienced for myself how it felt to grow cold with anger. My emotions dropped to icy frigidity. Within me simmered a rage that was like a cold block of ice on the North Pole. 
    

    
      “U-until now, the cursed wyvern has eaten leftover scraps. But this guy fearlessly asked to give us a pig, so...” babbled the soldier with a big mouth as an excuse.
    

    
      “That’s why you beat him?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Sensing something from my enraged query, the two lowered their heads.
    

    
      “What about those pigs over there?”
    

    
      “T-those are... the ones that are left over from today’s distribution.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Then can I have one?”
    

    
      “N-no, that is... you cannot.”
    

    
      “Why not? Is it because I’m not a formal Skyknight? Or because Bebeto is a cursed wyvern?” I said with a smile of rage.
    

    
      “In any case, you cannot have them. Those guys are for other wyverns in the evening—”
    

    
      
        Pow!
      
    

    
      “Gahh!”
    

    
      I pummeled a fist like steel into the belly of the guy who refused me.
    

    
      “Guh... hah, hahh.” Having received a head-on blow, the soldier gasped, unable to catch his breath. His face turned white and he looked on the verge of passing out.
    

    
      Then I pulled out the butchering sword attached to the carriage, and a moment later, a thud sounded. Cut by a light swing of the sword, the horse hitched to the carriage fell to the ground, blood flowing from its body.
    

    
      “If you fail to bring the freshest meat from tomorrow onwards, then next time—” Blood dripped from the sword as I pointed it at the face of the pale soldier. “You’ll become the wyvern’s meal.”
    

    
      “U-understood. We will b-bring the freshest meat. Gulp.”
    

    
      With the bloody sword just inches before their eyes, the men nodded. I did feel sorry for the horse that died, but I had no choice but to give a bloody warning.
    

    
      “Get up, take this fresh horse meat to Bebeto.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      After getting satisfying revenge, Derval responded energetically and got up.
    

    
      “Leave that pig behind.”
    

    
      “A-as you command!” Like Derval, the soldiers responded with the military salute.
    

    
      ‘They’re really asking for it.’
    

    
      With this incident, no one would dare to be rude to Derval or Bebeto in the future. No matter how fearless you were, nothing was more important than your life.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Crunch, crunch.
      
    

    
      ‘He sure is enjoying himself.’
    

    
      Thanks to me, Bebeto got to eat horse meat. He didn’t leave a single bone behind and crunched down the horse. 
    

    
      
        Crackle, craaackle.
      
    

    
      ‘Tastes great. It’s a bit of a shame that there’s no alcohol.’
    

    
      At my order, the soldiers even did a clean job of slaughtering the pig before leaving. As they left, their heads almost reached the ground in a 90 degree bow. Then they left, struggling to drag the carriage filled with livestock in place of the horse.
    

    
      Afterwards, a small ‘noble promotion’ party kicked off in the hangar. We had a pig roast barbeque party with sticks that were lying around.
    

    
      “Did His Excellency the Marquis say anything else?”
    

    
      As pig fat dripped and crackled on the fire, Derval carefully asked me a question.
    

    
      “He assigned me a personal flight instructor, saying it was his final act of consideration.”
    

    
      “Mm... I see.” Derval nodded. “It seems we will have until the end of spring at the most,” he said, as if he knew something. “Normally, once you become a Skyknight, it takes at least 6 months of time to acquire various offensive techniques and flight formations. But I believe that you will only have until the end of spring.”
    

    
      “I’ll probably get transferred somewhere else, right?”
    

    
      “That is most likely the case. All of the high nobles wouldn’t be happy if a cursed wyvern were to be formally deployed in Kirphon Covert, which can be called the honor of the Empire itself. That’s because they themselves will train or be stationed here. Moreover, you have stepped on the wrong side of His Highness the Crown Prince’s foot.”
    

    
      ‘You shitheads, just wait. I’ll squash your arrogant pride!”
    

    
      Bebeto wasn’t even some kind of demon beast, but these guys treated him no better than a beggar. I was determined to stamp their arrogant pride flat into the ground.
    

    
      “The problem is, they probably won’t send us off quietly. They will most likely send us to the front line or the border. And we will have to pass dozens of territories at the very least just to get there... That’s the real problem,” Derval mused worriedly. 
    

    
      ‘He’s really worth having.’ This guy was too smart to just clean up wyvern poop and wait on others.
    

    
      “Just believe in me. I’ll take care of things.”
    

    
      “Yes, I understand.”
    

    
      ‘Wha-what’s with this baseless confidence?’
    

    
      I just said something off-handedly, but Derval nodded while shooting a fervent look of respect and belief towards me. I started to have the feeling that he was looking at me like I was a god.
    

    
      “Wow! What’s this smell?”
    

    
      ‘This voice is—?’
    

    
      As the fragrant smell of roast pig spread through the hangar and I was distracted by all the complicated matters, I heard a familiar voice.
    

    
      The side door of the hangar opened with a creak.
    

    
      “Puhahaha! Baronet Kyre, you were even holding a self-congratulation party here?”
    

    
      Two people opened the door and came inside. ‘Rothello... and Countess Irene.’ 
    

    
      Surprisingly, the two Skyknights had seeked out Bebeto’s hangar. And they were even holding what looked like bottles of alcohol in both hands.
    

    
      “Congratulations, Baronet Kyre.” Knowing I had become a baronet, Countess Irene gave me an incredibly stiff word of congratulations.
    

    
      “Impressive! Impressive! I knew you were really something when I saw you for the first time, but to make off with a wyvern within a few months of being a cadet... And it’s even a hybrid wyvern everyone shuns.”
    

    
      
        Guoo....
      
    

    
      “Ah! C-calm down, I wasn’t trying to insult you.” As Rothello pointed at Bebeto, the wyvern growled. The Skyknight shook his hand and calmed Bebeto down.
    

    
      “Here, take it.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Suddenly, Irene pushed the bottle in her hand towards me.Seeing the bottle, Derval made a look of understanding. “Please take it, then pour it onto both of Bebeto’s wings,” he said.
    

    
      “Why?” I blurted. I couldn’t wrap my head around why I should pour precious alcohol on Bebeto’s wings.
    

    
      “It is an initiation related to the God of the Skies, the Overseer of Wind and Freedom, Bormio.”
    

    
      ‘Aha! So there’s a tradition for good luck here as well.’
    

    
      A while back, my dad had also held a good luck ritual after buying a new car. It seemed that the Kallian Continent had similar customs to Earth. 
    

    
      “Hurry up and do it. The pig is all roasted and ready,” said Rothello as he rubbed his hands and licked his lips in anticipation.
    

    
      Pop! With the help of mana, I pulled out the cork. The intoxicating smell of grape wine filled my nose.
    

    
      “Please carry out the devotion with a sincere heart to God,” advised Rothello.
    

    
      ‘Borneo? Or wait, Lord Bormio! I beseech you for your help in ensuring that birds with poor vision do not crash into us while flying, and in snow or rain, I will simply believe in only you, Lord Bormio, the only thing I wish for is safe driving for 365 days of the year, and if I ask for a bit more, then I kindly request that you send your blessings in order for me to find a beautiful maiden for a wife so I can become a man! If all goes well later, I’ll treat you big time!”
    

    
      As I poured the wine onto Bebeto’s wings, I prayed with my utmost sincerity, if you could call it that.
    

    
      Guooooooo. As the wine flowed onto his wings, Bebeto was startled.
    

    
      ‘You put your size to shame, dude.’ Uncontrollable laughter bubbled up at me upon seeing Bebeto’s cowardice, which didn’t suit his huge size at all.
    

    
      “Alright, then let’s celebrate Sir Kyre’s promotion to nobility and becoming a Skyknight for real now, shall we! Countess, please sit.”
    

    
      Rothello was all excited. Like a free-spirited wind summoner, he set the mood up.
    

    
      ‘Heh, what a weirdo.’
    

    
      I had felt utterly drawn to Sir Rothello from the very first moment we met. He gave off a feeling of cynicism, but when he smiled, he looked like a good-natured older brother from the neighborhood.
    

    
      “Congratulations, Sir Kyre. For joining the world of the wind.” A slight smile danced on Countess Irene’s lips.
    

    
      ‘You’re the best, noona!’
    

    
      The blue eyes of a beauty with transparent, silver hair that looked like it could be in a hair commercial met mine. She held a bottle of wine towards me.
    

    
      “Please take care of me in the future.”
    

    
      “Alright! Let’s do our best together! We’ll conquer the skies between the three of us!”
    

    
      I bowed my head towards the two people who had come to warmly congratulate me.
    

    
      “Drink! Tonight, we eat ‘til we drop!”
    

    
      Rothello had already shoved a bottle of wine into his lips and was grasping a well-roasted, smoky piece of meat.
    

    
      
        Gulp!
      
    

    
      ‘Delicious!’
    

    
      The wine went down with a sweet aroma. It was a shame it wasn’t a refreshing beer or soju that hit the spot, but I couldn’t be picky. I was just happy that I was with a goddess who was holding onto her hair with one hand and taking adorable sips of her wine.
    

    
      ‘Kuku. The blessings of the heavens are upon me! Uhahahaha!’
    

    
      And as always, my skill of self-flattering kicked in.
    

    
      This was how life was meant to be lived!
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ara, what is this guy doing?’
    

    
      I had become a quasi-noble, but I hadn’t received my own room like the other Skyknights. So after the little party, I returned to my room and found Russell packing a leather bag with trembling hands.
    

    
      “Russell, where are you going?”
    

    
      “I’m leaving...”
    

    
      “Leaving? Where to?”
    

    
      Russell started spitting out limp and defeated words.
    

    
      “Tomorrow is the last test... but I have no confidence. The confidence to fly in the sky...” replied Russell powerlessly. Limp defeat hung on him like an aurora.
    

    
      “You stupid fool.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Russell stopped packing and clenched his fists, trembling. “Wa-watch what you say,” he gritted.
    

    
      “Got it. Idiot, loghead, big buffoon.”
    

    
      “You!” Russell came running at me with his girly fists balled up.
    

    
      Russell’s fist bumped strongly on my chest. It hurt a bit, but I could endure it.
    

    
      “I guess even an idiot has the courage to hit someone.”
    

    
      “Stop! What do you think you know! Whether I give up or not, it’s my life! Don’t butt in! Don’t mess with me!!!!!!!”
    

    
      Russell screamed as he pummeled me with his fists.
    

    
      At some point, he started crying like a girl again.
    

    
      I grabbed Russell’s slender hand.
    

    
      “Didn’t you say you would sell your soul to the devil? But you can’t even overcome something like this and you think the devil will be crazy enough to buy your soul? Would YOU be so desperate as to need the soul of a weak human?!” I shouted loud enough to shake Russell’s soul.
    

    
      “Sob... Then what should I do?! I’m scared! I’m scared of the sky!”
    

    
      “Then how will you get your revenge! Were you going to wait until they died of old age? Is that the gruesome revenge you meant?”
    

    
      “.....” Russell bit his lips.
    

    
      “Follow me.” I pulled Russell’s slender wrist along.
    

    
      “Let go!”
    

    
      
        Slap!
      
    

    
      I slapped the resisting Russell on the cheek. “Don’t wail like a little girl! If you’re a man, you should struggle and struggle until you die!”
    

    
      ‘Seriously, this is fate as well.’
    

    
      If it was anyone else, I would have just said ‘Alright, do as you want,’ but for some reason, I couldn’t help but care about Russell. It seemed I’d grown fond of him after living together in the same room for a few months.
    

    
      I dragged Russell and left the dorm room.
    

    
      “Whatcha looking at! Oi!”
    

    
      I glared at the cadets poking their heads out of their rooms, wondering what all the noise was about. Knowing my vicious temper, the cadets closed their doors in alarm.
    

    
      ‘Shit, I’m getting real pissed off today!’’
    

    
      I didn’t know when I would leave. Before that, there was something I could do for Russell.
    

    
      I wanted to help him be able to drink in the clear, cold air of the sky to his heart’s content.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Two-seater saddle.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      I had dragged Russell all the way to Bebeto’s hangar. His captured wrist was bruising black and blue.
    

    
      Guoo. Waking up from his sleep, Bebeto blinked his golden eyes and looked at Russell and me.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go for a flight.”
    

    
      Grrruuu. This guy understood human words; reading the severe atmosphere, he gave a slight nod.
    

    
      “I’ll install it.”
    

    
      “I apologize.”
    

    
      It was too much for the one-armed Derval to put on the saddle.
    

    
      ‘I guess he’s lodging here.’ A worn-out sleeping bag was laying on one side of the hangar. It seemed Derval was sleeping with Bebeto.
    

    
      I took the saddle from him, then skillfully loaded it on Bebeto. As I put on the saddle, Derval struggled to open the hangar door with one hand, the huge door creaking as it moved. I was pleased with this intelligent and sharp-sighted guy’s actions.
    

    
      “Get on.”
    

    
      “W-why...?” asked Russell. He had been staring fearfully at Bebeto, who was bigger than other wyverns.
    

    
      “Can’t you see?”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      I grabbed Russell by the collar and jumped onto Bebeto’s back.
    

    
      “Lock yourself in if you don’t want to become a broken egg after falling from the sky,” I said, putting him behind me. I buckled myself to the safety ring.
    

    
      “Bebeto.”
    

    
      
        Guooo! 
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Because we’d held a congratulations party, it was deep into the night. Bebeto didn’t think it troublesome and let out a powerful cry as he moved his wings. The ground thudded as he excitedly ran towards the open door.
    

    
      “Please have a good flight!” Derval bowed as he saw us off.
    

    
      “Eurgh...” Russell made a sound of fear.
    

    
      “Fly!”
    

    
      On this moonless night, I yelled into the sky sparkling with countless flickering stars as Bebeto noisily flapped his wings. Then, the great wyvern kicked off of the ground.
    

    
      As soon as we hit the air, I felt a strange flinching sensation behind me. A moment later, Russell seized my back and grabbed on.
    

    
      “Bebeto! Fly as high as you can go!”
    

    
      Guoooooo! On this late night, no one else was flying. Wind crashed into Bebeto’s wings.
    

    
      Then, within moments, Bebeto began to climb into the cloudless sky, the wind whistling all around us.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Haah...”
    

    
      I felt like I was going to get addicted to nighttime flying. Because I had left my helmet behind, I could feel the full brunt of the cold, clear air. This was a place absolutely clear and free of the world’s filth. The stars that had whispered amongst themselves for countless centuries came into my embrace.
    

    
      Russell was clutching me almost hard enough to crush the airplate. I felt the full force of the trembling of his body from fear.
    

    
      “Bebeto, fly slowly.”
    

    
      Guooooo. At my command, Bebeto responded with a good-tempered cry.
    

    
      We evened out at an altitude where clouds were grazing past our heads.
    

    
      “LOOK! Open your eyes and LOOK!”
    

    
      “N-no!” Russell shook his head in refusal.
    

    
      I unclasped my safety ring with a click.
    

    
      “W-what are you doing!”
    

    
      Then I turned and undid Russell’s safety clasp. Only then did Russell open his eyes wide and cry out with surprise.
    

    
      “Can’t you see? If you fall, then...” I traced a line at my neck, all while wearing a vicious smile.
    

    
      “L-let me down! Let me down to the ground!”
    

    
      “Go ahead and do it if you can.”
    

    
      “YOU! You bad person!”
    

    
      ‘Eh? What’s with his voice?’ Russell’s neutral voice suddenly changed to a thin, high tone that only a woman could produce. ‘Wow!’
    

    
      He had short hair, but it was swept by the wind, revealing Russell’s white face and ears. Gentle gray eyes that were big for a guy. Thick red lips that were being bitten down on. A straight nose and long, long eyelashes that were trembling. He was so charming that I almost forgot the current situation. On top of that, tears were flowing from his eyes without end.
    

    
      ‘Why does my chest hurt whenever I see those tears?’
    

    
      If some other guy was crying, I would just badmouth them for being a crybaby despite being a man, but Russell’s tears made my heart sting.
    

    
      “Sob sob. I, I said I’m scared. This sky where my father passed away... I’m scared of it!!!!”
    

    
      ".....”
    

    
      ‘Th-this voice is...’ His voice was more shocking than his confession of fear. ‘A, a girl?’
    

    
      His lips white with utter fear, held onto me, weeping, as I turned and looked at him.
    

    
      Shock crashed into me like a giant wave, making my head ring. The thought that the person I had shared a room with this whole time might be a woman of the other sex made my mind go blank.
    

    
      ‘So that’s why. That’s why Russell...’
    

    
      Russell had particularly disliked skinship. She had never shown me her naked body. 
    

    
      “Let me down... I have no right. To, to become a Skyknight...”
    

    
      Not knowing her true identity had been revealed, Russell trembled in my embrace as she asked me to let me down with her womanly voice.
    

    
      In that moment, my lips curved into an evil smile. 
    

    
      ‘You wanted to completely deceive me? Huhuhu.’
    

    
      “Russell,” I said quietly to the boy, no, girl. 
    

    
      “....” Instead of responding, she just gripped my waist harder and shook like a leaf.
    

    
      “We’re going to fly now. With our own strength.”
    

    
      I hugged the girl in my arms with all my might. 
    

    
      “What are you doing!” she cried, opening her eyes wide with surprise.
    

    
      Holding onto her tightly, I rose from the saddle. “See? You can open your eyes.”
    

    
      It seemed she couldn’t feel the fear of flying like usual. Taking advantage of the moment, I flung myself into the air like Empress Chung sacrificing herself, dragging Russell along with 
      
        me.TN
      
      : Empress Chung is about a girl in a 2005 animated film who sacrificed herself to restore her blind father’s vision.
    

    
      “AAAHHH!” Russell screamed herself hoarse.
    

    
      The sharp sound of wind buffeted us as we fell from the sky towards the dark ground.
    

    
      “Open your eyes! And look closely!” I pushed my face into Russell’s—she was squeezing her eyes shut while holding onto me for dear life. “Try selling your soul to me! I’ll help you with your revenge!!”
    

    
      ‘Uwaaaahh! Hurry up and answer!’
    

    
      We were freefalling without a parachute, accelerating with the momentum and approaching the ground with ever greater speed. But I couldn’t just back off like this. Fear had to be overcome with fear. I wanted to present her with the ultimate fear, fear so great that riding a wyvern couldn’t even compare.
    

    
      “Those words, are they true?”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      Russell asked me whether I was being serious with a calm look in her eyes. I couldn’t hear her well because of the sound of the wind around us, but Russell had shed her fear and definitely just asked me that.
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      “Mmf!” The next moment, a set of cold and smooth lips blocked my lips.
    

    
      ‘Uwah! T-this isn’t it-—!’
    

    
      Her lips were on a different level from a mere kiss. ‘Ah...’ Shock crashed into me, making my mind go completely blank. From her lips, I could feel Russell’s hot emotion.
    

    
      “AHH!’
    

    
      But then, I realized something. Right now, we weren’t on some sunny field or a cozy bed, but falling in the middle of the air.
    

    
      ‘RUSSELL! WE’LL DIE LIKE THIS!’
    

    
      I had magic memorized and at the ready, but I could only cast it by speaking the incantation. But currently, Russell had believed me for whatever reason and was giving me a deep kiss in midair. She had already stolen my pure heart, but now she was going to take away my life as well!!
    

    
      I quickly pulled away, then shouted, “L-LEVITATION!”
    

    
      The mana I had prepared for the incantation converted itself into the light of magic. However, we continued to fall—we were two people, not one, so the strength of a single cast could not deal with our incredible speed.
    

    
      “LEVITATION!” Despite my surprise, I completed a double cast.
    

    
      ‘Uwaaaahh!’
    

    
      As soon as I turned my head, I was greeted by the sight of a huge, dusky forest. After casting two rounds of Levitation, our speed finally leveled off.
    

    
      As mana flowed vigorously into the spells, our speed of descent fell by a good deal. “Ma–magic?” stammered Russell. Just like how I hadn’t figured out that she was a girl, it seemed Russell hadn’t even imagined that I was a mage. 
    

    
      Our feet touched down on a grassy clearing free of trees.
    

    
      “Ahh...” As soon her feet touched land, Russell let out a low moan, as if waking from a dream.
    

    
      GUOOOOOO~! Having flown down to look for us, Bebeto confirmed that we were still alive and flew in a circle around our heads.
    

    
      The night wind blew gently around us with a woosh, lovingly teasing up Russell’s short hair. 
    

    
      The sight of her damp lips made my heart heat up.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 37: A Fine Day for Farewell
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘She’s doing well!’
    

    
      The third and last flight test was well underway. Unlike the others, Russell alone was confidently sitting in the back seat and flying in the sky.
    

    
      ‘But isn’t that dude in front of her a guy?’
    

    
      Thanks to yesterday’s special training, Russell had overcome her fear. She was now flying on a wyvern whose master was a male Skyknight. Jealousy suddenly crept up inside me.
    

    
      ‘I should ask Countess Irene for help. Danger, danger.’
    

    
      Russell had given me my very first true kiss, not just a peck on the cheek. From now on, she was a woman I had to protect.
    

    
      “How did you do it, sir? It’s almost impossible to cure fear of heights...” Derval asked in astonishment as he watched Russell with me in front of Bebeto’s hangar.
    

    
      “Huhu. When there’s a will, there’s a way.”
    

    
      “As expected! You’re impressive, sir. To cure fear of heights in a single night!”
    

    
      Derval was shooting looks of admiration towards me today as well.
    

    
      “Derval, I’m going to the capital for a bit.”
    

    
      “Understood. Please do not worry about Bebeto and have a good trip.”
    

    
      Rumors of yesterday’s bloody event must have spread, because the crewmates and soldiers looked down as soon as they saw me. Because of that, there was no one left in the covert who would mess with Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘Eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth! Just let me catch you! I’ll send you all to death!’
    

    
      I couldn’t just sit around getting hit like an idiot. Using a ‘prevention is better than the cure’ attitude, I had to prepare the maximum defense.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “The one who displeased His Highness the Crown Prince is called Kyre?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Excellency. They say the cadet has become the hybrid wyvern’s Skyknight.”
    

    
      “Hooh, is that so? A mere cadet has become the master of a difficult-to-handle hybrid wyvern?”
    

    
      Two men were speaking within one of the huge mansions within the Bajran Empire’s capital; this one belonged to the Fasain Duke household, which was called one of the Four Pillars of the Empire. Duke Ormere Fasain, a man in his late 40s, had his interest piqued by the report in his hand.
    

    
      It was a report covering an event involving the Crown Prince at Kirphone Covert. The report informed him of an unexpected situation.
    

    
      “The one named Kyre is the same person who broke Young Master Tedran’s leg.”
    

    
      “I know. Huhu. I wanted to relay my thanks to the person who gave Tedran a taste of the real world, so this is good...”
    

    
      Duke Ormere made a meaningful smile. As a supporter of the Queen, he was the lead representative on the Crown Prince’s side.
    

    
      “What would you like to do, my Lord? Should we send them?” asked Ormere’s henchman, Viscount Parquess.
    

    
      “No. There’s no reason to go so far as to send them to the covert. There are dozens of ways to deal with him even without using them.”
    

    
      Duke Ormere, a man around 180 cm tall (5’9”) with a stocky build, possessed sword skills at the level of a Master. His lips were smiling, but his eyes were glinting with a cold light.
    

    
      “The regular noble meeting is tomorrow, right?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Excellency.”
    

    
      Every week, there was a meeting of the nobles led by the Emperor. It was an important occasion where the empire’s military, politics, and economy were discussed.
    

    
      “Then it’s fine. We can... send him to that place. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      Duke Ormere smiled as if a satisfying thought had occurred to him. His blue eyes were full of wickedness. Today, they glimmered even brighter than usual.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘So nice and fresh~!’
    

    
      Springtime in Bajran’s capital city was completely different from wintertime. Flowers were blooming. Trees planted along the streets and all kinds of flowers were blooming beautifully in flower beds, and the fragrance of womenfolk apparently drawn out by the warm weather drifted along on the spring wind.
    

    
      ‘Sure is nice to be a noble~!’
    

    
      When I passed through the city gate, the soldiers gave military honors after seeing my letter of appointment. Also, the black cloak on my back that represented Skyknight cadets was more than enough to draw the gazes of people coming and going.
    

    
      ‘I wonder if Jamir is doing well?’ I thought as I walked the now-familiar streets of the capital towards the Rubis Merchant Group building.
    

    
      “AH! Aren’t you the special guest of the Executive Manager?”
    

    
      The guards who were standing in strict guard in front of the building as usual bowed their heads low as soon as they saw me. As expected for people serving in the merchant group, their sharp-sightedness was impressive.
    

    
      “Ahem, it’s been a while.”
    

    
      “Please come inside.” After being rude to me that one time, these guards had experienced a stern lesson. They personally opened the door for me and welcomed me in.
    

    
      ‘This is why a person needs to have money and power.’
    

    
      There weren’t many people who would acknowledge you if you just lived a quiet and kind life. But in front of outstanding power and money, the likes of goodness and virtue didn’t even come into consideration. Because everyone made judgements based on their own standards, for interpersonal relationships, outside appearances held an important role. 
    

    
      Realizing this cold truth of the world, I walked inside with leisurely steps.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Welcome, sir!”
    

    
      “Haha. It’s been a while, Branch Manager,” I responded.
    

    
      Having met me once, the Branch Manager in his mid-forties acted familiar with me. “I heard the news, the news that you have earned a wyvern recently and risen to the position of baronet.”
    

    
      ‘Woah! The news has traveled so far already?’
    

    
      The Rubis Merchant Group’s information gathering capabilities were surprising to the point of being fearsome.
    

    
      “It’s nothing to be alarmed about. After you turned Kirphone Covert on its head, sir, the merchants providing goods to the covert informed us.”
    

    
      ‘Damn, am I that famous now?’ I was sure it was notoriety that I didn’t really want spreading around.
    

    
      “Is Executive Manager Jamir doing well?” I spoke plainly because nobles didn’t use honorifics with commoners.
    

    
      “Thanks to your concern, sir, he is doing very well.”
    

    
      From how warmly the Branch Manager greeted me, I could fathom a guess. If Jamir had fallen from his position, the Branch Manager wouldn’t have treated me this cordially.
    

    
      “I’ve come today because I have a request.”
    

    
      “A request? Haha, please go ahead. No matter what it is, we shall take care of it for you to our utmost.”
    

    
      “Please take the items written here to a location decided by me.”
    

    
      “What items—cough!” After taking the slip of paper I passed over, the Branch Manager was alarmed. “A-aren’t these restricted items, sir?” 
    

    
      “Shh! Why do you think I’m asking you guys to take care of it?”
    

    
      “Even so... if we are found out...”
    

    
      “I know. It’s not as if the Rubis Merchant Group doesn’t have dealings with black merchant groups, right?”
    

    
      “Hm...”
    

    
      Black merchant groups, also known as merchants of the darkness. They were merchants dealing mainly in black market items that couldn’t be sold in the open, like poisons, drugs, or illegal arms. If the knowledgeable Derval’s words were to be believed, every merchant group had connections to black merchants. He said that they would occasionally deal with black merchants when procuring items that couldn’t be acquired through normal means.
    

    
      “These are all items that Skyknights need anyway, aren’t they? The Rubis Merchants won’t take any damage at all, so don’t worry.”
    

    
      “It doesn’t seem to be a matter I can personally decide, sir. Even if you are on good terms with the Executive Manager, we could be detected by the Imperial Inspectors at the slightest slip.”
    

    
      ‘Welp, this isn’t good...’
    

    
      These were items I absolutely needed to survive. From what Derval said, I would be able to get one or two of them at best.
    

    
      “Alright. Then tell me how I can get in contact with a black merchant group. I’ll take care of it on my own.”
    

    
      “That, too, is... I apologize. Company policy states that military restricted items are hands off...” The Branch Manager bowed his head.
    

    
      “It is fine. Then just withdraw all my money and loan me just 50,000 Gold.”
    

    
      “I will take care of that for you at once,” said the Branch Manager, looking relieved by my meek acquiescence.
    

    
      ‘Well, it’s not bad to try meeting some black merchants anyway.’
    

    
      Black merchant groups were spread around the continent like cancerous weeds. I heard they were in fierce competition with one another behind the scenes. Today, I decided to go meet an organization of darkness operating in the capital city of the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Jeez, it’s just as the movies showed.’
    

    
      True to people doing business within the darkness, the black merchant groups occupied the back alleys. These guys operated hand in hand with those moving primarily at night, like the thief guild, bounty guild, and information guild. They were situated in a back alley housing commoners in a part of the capital that could be called underdeveloped.
    

    
      ‘The ‘Brotherhood?’ Puhaha! Brotherhood my ass, it’s a pair of hired swords at best.’
    

    
      A small shop was situated in a gloomy side alley shrouded in darkness even during the day. Engraved on a worn-out wooden sign was a name that really didn’t suit the store.
    

    
      I scoffed at the sign and went inside, opening the door with a creak.
    

    
      ‘Geh! Heavy smokers!’
    

    
      The store was filled to the brim with an acrid smell similar to cigarette smoke. Lit by a few strands of light from a small window, you could call the interior a mole den and it would be right on the money.
    

    
      ‘Just look at ‘em.’ Several gazes turned to me, a person wearing a cloak representing Skyknight cadets. I was sure they must have their guards way up. I nonchalantly approached the table, pulled out a worn-out chair, and sat down.  ‘Hm, there are a few people who barely know how to use mana.’
    

    
      These were people dominating the underground. If they didn’t have any skills, they wouldn’t be able to seize control of this huge empire’s underground.
    

    
      “You’re new ‘round these parts. ‘Aight, what can I getcha?”
    

    
      A plain-looking, bald, pot-bellied mister in his early 50s approached me and took my order.
    

    
      “A refreshing dark beer. And give me the best in the house, the stuff you usually reserve.”
    

    
      “Got it.” The man showed no fear despite seeing my Skyknight cadet cloak. He turned.
    

    
      “And give me a filemone from the Opern Empire. A very well roasted one at that.”
    

    
      This was the secret password of the black merchants that I had gotten from the Branch Manager.
    

    
      “Please wait a moment. That one’ll take a while to prepare.” The man didn’t turn around and responded as if unconcerned.
    

    
      ‘They’re completely tense.’ As soon as my words fell, the shop’s atmosphere had become terrifyingly taut. ‘How embarrassing for guys who supposedly earn so much money...’
    

    
      Sitting in this old store where spiderwebs were hanging here and there, I waited for the destiny that was to come.
    

    
      “Here is the beer you ordered and our house’s specialty smoked sausage, sir.”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, looks legit?’
    

    
      The beer was in a large wooden glass and a thick lump of sausage was loaded up on a wooden plate. I tried giving the beer a sip.
    

    
      “Kyaa~!”
    

    
      The slightly bitter taste of the dark beer produced by burning barley made my throat burn. I followed it up with a bite of the sausage.
    

    
      ‘Oohh! Right, this is exactly the taste!’
    

    
      This was an organic, natural-made sausage on a completely different level from sausages made in the 21st century with all sorts of preservatives and by-products that weren’t good for you. The sausage, filled with the unique fragrance of pork, transported me to a world of flavor that was  satisfying to chew and melted slowly on the tongue. It was the best beer and sausage I’d ever tasted.
    

    
      ‘You guys, you could make a living just by selling beer,’ I silently directed my thoughts to the gazes that were observing me as I ate.
    

    
      “Take your pick of the filemone yourself, and don’t complain later about having picked a rotten one.”
    

    
      The man standing next to me bluntly told me to pick a filemone.
    

    
      ‘He’s telling me to follow, right?’
    

    
      “Let’s do that, then.”
    

    
      I obediently stood. The taste of the refreshing beer could wait— it was now time to take care of business.
    

    
      We opened a door on one side of the store and walked in.
    

    
      ‘Illusion magic?’
    

    
      As expected for a black merchant group, there was a spell cast in this room.
    

    
      The man walked into what looked like a brick wall with sure steps.
    

    
      And I stepped forward and followed right behind him.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘What a welcome,’ I thought as a swish rang out in front of my face.
    

    
      “Don’t move. Any nonsense and we’ll cut you down immediately.”
    

    
      Three swords had appeared all of a sudden in front of my face.
    

    
      ‘They even cast silence magic on top of the illusion spell.’
    

    
      As soon as we walked into the concealed space, a completely different space came into view: we were now in a clean room with a sofa and a table. Within were three men who were giving me an enthusiastic welcome. They were skilled people on the level of knights trained considerably in mana.
    

    
      “Your attitude towards a customer is pretty lacking.”
    

    
      “I will decide whether you are a customer or not.”
    

    
      ‘Who the heck?’ It seemed this person had been sitting there from the very beginning. ‘The Black Cat, Nero?’
[TN: From an Italian children’s song ‘Volevo un gatto nero,’ which was translated and brought to Korean radio.]
    

    
      Her whole body was black. The woman wore a skin-tight black leather outfit.
    

    
      ‘Isn’t she what people call a seductress?’ 
    

    
      Her black eyebrows and the corners of her eyes were slightly slanted, and her red lips were as small as a cherry. Along with her provocative looks, her whole body emanated a strange aura. It was enough to make any man gulp.
    

    
      ‘Black hair?’
    

    
      On top of that, surprisingly enough, she had pure black hair like my own.
    

    
      “I am Baronet Kyre, Skyknight.”
    

    
      “I know, Baronet Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘Eh? Rumors have spread even here?’
    

    
      “There are already rumors all over the empire that you boast a tremendous friendship with His Highness the Crown Prince and quite a few noble heirs. Hoho, everyone has been curious as to how long you can last.”
    

    
      ‘What? She isn’t talking about my life, is she? Oi, you jerks! I’m going to live until old age turns me into a walking diaper!”
    

    
      “Let’s cut the useless chatter and get right to business. I’ll handle my life with my own hands. Worry about yourselves.”
    

    
      “For what matter have you come here? It doesn’t seem like you came to acquire magic armor for your hybrid wyvern....”
    

    
      ‘These guys slithering in the dark really do have fast intel.’
    

    
      “It seems you’re in the loop, so I will be frank. Get me Blessed Spears, no matter what kind.”
    

    
      “Blessed Spears? Oh my, how naughty. That’s an imperially restricted item, but... It’s no~ good~ for a nobleman like yourself to do illegal things~” As the enchantress trailed off, her red eyes sparkled.
    

    
      I ignored her words and continued saying what I had to say. “2,000 Gold per spear.” 
    

    
      “3,000,” she countered smoothly.
    

    
      ‘What should be 1,000 Gold a pop is now 3,000? Very good, you thieves.’
    

    
      "2,500."
    

    
      “2,700. Any more bargaining and you can go back empty-handed,” said the black cat firmly.
    

    
      “Alright. 2,700. 20 spears. I will buy them for 54,000 Gold.”
    

    
      I didn’t want to get into a verbal fistfight with these guys over a few pennies. They already knew the urgency of my situation. Of course they would want to rip the most money off me as they could.
    

    
      “Hoho. Just like the rumors of you duelling in front of the Crown Prince implied, you’re quite fiery. Then, let us say the trade is completed.”
    

    
      ‘You happy? Huhu. Alright, let’s see how long you can be happy.’
    

    
      She may be a beautiful chick, but there was no need to be courteous if she thought of me as a sucker. I engraved the fox’s face deep within my memory.
    

    
      I threw out an object.
    

    
      “This is a gold token registered with the Rubis Merchants. Initial payment of 30,000 Gold; you’ll get the rest when the contract is completed.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Baronet Kyre. We will efficiently and quickly deliver the desired items.”
    

    
      After getting the money, the woman wetted her lips with her red tongue and smiled with satisfaction.
    

    
      “What is your name?”
    

    
      “Hoho, I have no such thing as a name. Please call me Black Fox.”
    

    
      “Black Fox... I’ll remember you.”
    

    
      “Thank you, sir. Ah! And as a token of thanks for completing our first deal together, I will let you know a piece of news that recently came in.”
    

    
      “News?”
    

    
      “It is information that there are several assasination guilds aiming for your life, Kyre. By all means, please take care of yourself.”
    

    
      ‘Assasination guild... Huhu, tell ‘em to come. I’ll crush them all!’ This was something I anticipated anyway.
    

    
      “Then, I’ll trust you and be on my way.”
    

    
      Black merchants would sell their souls for money. I didn’t want to linger around these people who dipped their paws into evil acts, including human trafficking.
    

    
      “How can you trust us and entrust such a huge amount of money to us?” smiled the woman as she crossed her slender legs.
    

    
      “No matter how big the money, it’s not worth your life. Huhu...”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      I let out a burst of mana. The goons who had been letting their guards down exclaimed in fright at the sharp energy that filled the room.
    

    
      “If you mess with me... I will follow you to the ends of hell and strip the hide off your back.”
    

    
      A cold smile floated on my face as I stared at Black Fox. However, the woman didn’t cower and simply flashed a friendly smile back.
    

    
      I turned and walked towards the wall enchanted with illusion magic.
    

    
      ‘I dare you to give me defective items! I will follow you to the ends of hell and give you the goosing of your lifetime!’
    

    
      
        [TN: A very powerful jutsu where you put your fingers together and stick them into a place where the sun doesn’t shine. -shudder-]
      
    

    
      How could I, a person who had never killed before, possibly strip someone’s hide off? That was just a line I stole from a movie.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Take it.”
    

    
      “W-what is this?”
    

    
      “Isn’t it obvious? A gift.”
    

    
      In my outstretched hand was a heart-shaped pendant. It was something I had specially gone to a jewelry shop to buy.
    

    
      “Th... thanks.”
    

    
      After getting her gender found out, Russell had become rather submissive. Her face reddened as she took the pendant.
    

    
      “What thanks, I should be the one saying that.”
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu.’ With the gender reveal, it was confirmed that my body, which had always gotten excited by Russell, was not perverted after all. ‘Maybe she’ll give me a peck tonight, too?’
    

    
      We were even sharing a room. Since our relationship was one where we had already gone as far as kissing, the healthy(?) imaginations of a young man were simmering within me.
    

    
      “I passed today. Thank you so much, Kyre.”
    

    
      “Hm? You passed your flight test?”
    

    
      “Yeah. It’s all thanks to you.”
    

    
      “That’s good.”
    

    
      “Yeah...”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The inside of the room suddenly got awkward.
    

    
      “You—”
    

    
      “You—”
    

    
      Russell, who was looking down at her pendant, and I, who was looking at the ceiling, addressed each other simultaneously. 
    

    
      “Go ahead,” she said.
    

    
      “No, you go ahead first.”
    

    
      “I wanted to ask, is it okay for you to be learning magic at the same time? A magic swordsman is a dangerous choice.”
    

    
      “Magic? It’s okay for me. My teacher is a pretty amazing guy.”
    

    
      “Teacher?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I’ve got one. He’s a person named Bumdalf who called quite the shots in our neighborhood.” 
    

    
      “S-shots?”
    

    
      “W-well, it’s not shots, but more like talking the big talk.”
    

    
      “The big talk? What?”
    

    
      These words would have been understood on Earth, but Russell was completely confused.
    

    
      “He’s an archmage who researches the limits of magic.”
    

    
      “Ah! An archmage! But was there one named Bumdalf? There’s no one like that among the famous people in the continent...”
    

    
      ‘He was an eccentric gangster who could even make a crying child hiccup to a stop. Bumdalf is the Golden-Eyed Reaper, Aidal!’
    

    
      I absolutely could not reveal that person’s true name.
    

    
      “He is a person who is researching knowledge in concealment for the sake of the world, for freedom and truth.” 
    

    
      “Such an amazing person. If he’s an archmage, he should want to let his name be heard all around the world, but to think he can resist that temptation!”
    

    
      ‘Resist my ass! My god, this is so frustrating!’
    

    
      Unable to reveal that the Bumdalf who was my teacher was actually the eccentric gangster Aidal, my heart squirmed with discomfort. How could I say that far from resisting, he had tyrannized the whole world and was chased off in the end to a different dimension?! Moreover, I could never reveal that he was an evil-hearted soul who had tricked the naive me and punted me into this dimension in his stead.
    

    
      “T-that’s right... he’s a real... amazing person,” I gritted out. “Right, Russell. Sit down.”
    

    
      “Oh, why?” At my words, Russell stammered and tensed up.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, she’s such a cutie.’
    

    
      If she grew out her hair and put on a dress, Russell would be a beauty without equal. Even now, her current tidy appearance with short hair was still filled with an androgynistic charm.
    

    
      “You don’t trust me?”
    

    
      “No, I do...”
    

    
      ‘Ara? You shouldn’t trust anyone besides your daddy!’
    

    
      Even I knew you should only trust yourself, but the naive Russell trusted me entirely and carefully sat down on her bed.
    

    
      ‘Hm... why is my heart trembling like this?’ Just looking at the quiet breathing of her small frame from behind her back made my body heat up.
    

    
      I reached out and put my hands on her shoulders, feeling her flinch.
    

    
      “Stay still. And feel it within your body...”
    

    
      ‘Why does it sound so suggestive?’
    

    
      Even I felt embarrassed to say such shameful words. I grasped Russell’s shoulders.
    

    
      ‘I need to expand the upper danjeon.’
    

    
      Russell had good spiritual affinity, but not enough mana. I wanted to give her a small present.
    

    
      “Try using your mana breathing technique. Don’t make any sounds. Just follow what I do.”
    

    
      “Okay...”
    

    
      Having just come out of a shower, Russell’s skin was incomparably damp with moisture. I steadied myself and drew on my mana.
    

    
      Then I slowly began to push mana in through her shoulders according to the magic knowledge stored in my head. 
    

    
      ‘I will help you, Russell. So you can have your revenge.’
    

    
      Russell’s mana fused with mine and circulated around her body. Then, under my careful guidance, the mana core in the upper danjeon enlarged. As I helped her, my actions were filled with my warm feelings towards Russell, towards this girl in front of me.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “There is a report that a messenger arrived early in the morning from the Imperial Family.”
    

    
      “A messenger?”
    

    
      Derval passed along the big news as soon as I arrived at the hangar.
    

    
      “Normally, messengers come on horses, but today, a Skyknight came by specially.”
    

    
      “Might it have something to do with me?”
    

    
      “Most likely... I believe it is an order regarding you and Bebeto, sir Kyre.”
    

    
      “A-already?”
    

    
      “Bebeto, who is evaluated as a cursed wyvern, is treated the same way as a demon beast in the covert. Moreover, this is the residence of Black Wyverns symbolizing the Imperial Family. Skyknights are sure to show their opposition, so they will want to deal with the matter quickly.”
    

    
      Derval said words similar to what Marquis Mermos had said.
    

    
      “I barely got any flying lessons though...”
    

    
      “Everywhere else is fine... but we must pray for that place to not be chosen.”
    

    
      “That place?”
    

    
      “Yes. It is the covert among all the places in the empire where one must not go. Weyn Covert of the Nerman Plains... Any place will do besides that one.”
    

    
      ‘Weyn Covert?’
    

    
      Even as he spoke, Derval’s expression was gripped with fear.
    

    
      “That place is so awful?”
    

    
      “Do you really not know?”
    

    
      “Yeah. No idea.”
    

    
      “Sigh...” Instead of responding, Derval just shook his head and sighed.
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      The hangar door had been opened wide to let the fresh air in. From beyond the door, I saw three people walking towards us-- Marquis Mermos was approaching with two of his knights in tow.
    

    
      “It seems what is to come, has come,” said Derval with a tense voice. “Welcome in,” he called out with a stiff face in greeting towards the three people coming in.
    

    
      “Hm, truly a desirable fellow,” exclaimed Mermos upon seeing Bebeto instead of responding to the greeting.
    

    
      ‘If you desire him, just buy him then.’
    

    
      In all truth, this guy’s wings were at least a meter longer than other wyverns, and his body was a full leg bigger too. He blinked his huge golden eyes as he watched Marquis Mermos.
    

    
      ‘Is that the document?’ I thought, looking at the thick white paper in the Marquis’ hand.
    

    
      A moment of silence followed the men’s entrance.
    

    
      “A transfer order for you has arrived,” said the Marquis calmly. “Baronet Kyre de Adaron, His Imperial Majesty the Emperor has passed down a transfer order for you. Listen carefully and receive His Grace.”
    

    
      “All hail!” I copied the salute I had seen other people doing all this time and brought my right arm to my heart.
    

    
      “On the 328th imperial year, on the 21st day of the month of Nermis, Baronet Kyre de Adaron is ordered to be assigned to Weyn Covert of the Nerman Plains. This command is to be followed before the day of the 21st ends!”
    

    
      ‘Ah! Weyn Covert?’
    

    
      The result that Derval had desperately wanted to avoid was happening.
    

    
      “A-all hail!”
    

    
      But what could I do? For now, I could only receive the order. The only place that would accept a cursed wyvern like Bebeto was Bajran.
    

    
      “Collect your luggage before the sun sets and depart. You will be traveling within the safe area of the empire, so you need no guard. Ask your crewmate for the other matters.”
    

    
      The Marquis turned around, leaving just a few stony-hearted words. There was probably nothing he could do, either, because this was an order coming from the top dog of Bajran, the Emperor.
    

    
      ‘To the front lines? Do they think my head is a tin can?! Oi!’
    

    
      It was said that even a cow getting dragged to the slaughterhouse understood its fate, but the Marquis was ordering me, a far more intelligent being than a cow, to please go die on my own.
    

    
      “I shall heed the order!” Despite my inner thoughts, my response was full of strength. I didn’t have any lingering attachments to this unlucky place anyway.
    

    
      ‘Russell, Irene, Igis.... Hyneth.’
    

    
      Only, it was a damn shame I had to part with all these women that I was just getting close to.
    

    
      “Derval, pack your things.”
    

    
      “It is already done. I don’t have anything really to take with me...”
    

    
      ‘Damn, why do I feel like a dude getting kicked out of his own home by his wife?’
    

    
      Thanks to the events at this covert, my last name was now Adaron, of the baronet rank. I had also acquired a wyvern, but I still had an indescribable, crummy feeling.
    

    
      ‘One day, I will return! After I become a hero, I’ll receive military honors from you all!’
    

    
      The beginning was shoddy, but my life was bound to shine like fireworks by the end. I ground my teeth thinking about the people who were kicking me out like this.
    

    
      ‘The weather is dreadfully good.’
    

    
      Fleecy clouds were drifting above and the mountainside was shimmering with spring haze. It was a perfect day for farewell.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 38: Unidentified Assailants
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Bebeto, easy does it!”
    

    
      I was a shoddy Skyknight who didn’t have much to call luggage. After putting the two-seater saddle on Bebeto, Derval and I left Kirphone Covert.
    

    
      ‘Russell, why’d you have to cry.’
    

    
      She must have heard the news, because Russell had been crying her eyes out until they were all swollen up in the dorm room. When I opened the door and went in, she tackled me and wailed, blubbering sorry and thank you. She said her goodbyes to me with a big hug.
    

    
      ‘I’ll be back soon! Don’t fool around and live well!’
    

    
      After leaving the room after saying farewell to Russell like that, Hyneth was suddenly there. Then she said the following: “Elder Brother, I will come find you soon. Please be careful around water, dogs, orcs with bad eyesight, and especially pretty girls!!”
    

    
      She wasn’t even my mother, but Hyneth listed off all the things I should watch out for. I could almost see lasers shooting out of her eyes when she said the last one in particular.
    

    
      ‘Countess Irene, thank you!’
    

    
      Fluttering behind me in the wind wasn’t the black cloak for Skyknight cadet knights, but the crimson one for formal Skyknights. After I finished my farewells at the dorms, I went to Bebeto’s hangar. There, Irene and Rothello were waiting for me. Without a word, Irene took the crimson cloak from her own back as well as her black scarf and put them on me.
    

    
      ‘Sir Rothello, I’ll properly buy you a beer sometime.’
    

    
      Rothello had also given me something: a Black Wyvern banner that symbolized the empire. It was decent enough to hang the banner onto Bebeto’s ass as his panties. I wasn’t wearing airplate mail and Bebeto wasn’t wearing wyvern defense mail, but we still looked pretty legit.
    

    
      ‘Admiral Yi Sun-sin also won in a battle against hundreds of Japanese ships with just 13 of his own. Ah, Kang Hyuk, you may be flying miserably in the sky today, but soon, your great fame will fly far and wide over this continent!’
    

    
      Grasping the four reins with one hand and bravely facing the wind, I made a vow to the red setting sun.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre! I’m cold and hungry!”
    

    
      I passionately made a man’s oath, but behind me came poor Derval’s wailing.
    

    
      ‘Dammit...’
    

    
      Reality was cruel. We flew off after acting cool and bidding adieu to Countess Irene and the covert, but the cold reality was that Derval and I had been turned into poor homeless people without home or hearth. 
    

    
      ‘The other nobles will be alarmed when they see Bebeto, right?’
    

    
      Bebeto would surely invite not just shock, but contempt. I heard that if you formally received an appointment like this and went on a flight, every territory lord would offer their hospitality. 
    

    
      However, Bebeto and I would not be welcomed. Since that was the case, I didn’t want to mooch like a beggar.
    

    
      “Derval! For us, there’s no such thing as a comfortable rest! Even at this very moment it is like a real battle situation– it is wilderness survival training!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Rather than an energetic ‘yes sir,’ I only got silence from Derval in return. I would do the same in his place. After all, we were heading to Weyn Covert, also known as the Grave of Skyknights and Wyverns.
    

    
      What could I say? It was Derval’s fault for meeting the wrong master.
    

    
      ‘We’re almost there.’
    

    
      After flying for about an hour, a place called Mt. Rocco came into view, it was located several hours on horseback from the capital. In the middle of the all-important great plains that provided food for the capital was the slightly protruding Mt. Rocco. 
    

    
      That was the place I had arranged with those guys.
    

    
      I directed Bebeto, who had already learned how to use the shifting air currents, to the ground. Bebeto stopped flapping, holding his huge black and golden striped 15+ meter wings outstretched.
    

    
      ‘Very cool!’
    

    
      The Kallian Continent was unpolluted. Under the pink and mandarin orange glow of the setting sun, the golden stripes on Bebeto’s black wings fluttered in the sky like the emperor’s golden cloak.
    

    
      As we neared the ground, Bebeto began to flap and decrease his speed.
    

    
      ‘There they are!’
    

    
      A few carriages were sitting at the capital-facing entrance of Mt. Rocco. We approached the carriage with the red cover, which I had specified so I could find them later.
    

    
      ‘10 people. They’re all strong.’
    

    
      There were 10 people from the black merchant group waiting for me at the carriage. Since I didn’t know when I would get kicked out, I had instructed them to wait here the day right after making the deal.
    

    
      “Who are they?” asked Derval, sticking out his head.
    

    
      “They’re friends. For now.”
    

    
      In life, what was an enemy or a friend? If they were helpful to me, then they were friends, and if they weren’t helpful, they were enemies— it was that simple.
    

    
      As Bebeto’s hefty body hit the ground with a thump, the black merchants flinched in surprise. No matter how strong they were, a fully-grown wyvern was an existence to fear.
    

    
      ‘Ara? That woman is here too.’
    

    
      It was the black cat who would be able to star in a porn film had she been given a whip. She was watching us while making a sensuous pose on top of the carriage.
    

    
      I unclasped the safety loop and lightly landed on the ground.
    

    
      “The goods?”
    

    
      “Hoho. You’re quite impatient.”
    

    
      ‘She’s charming, but fierce.’
    

    
      The black cat possessed quite the provocative appearance, but her fierceness was really not my type. This kind of fierceness was definitely different from firm courageousness, like what Countess Irene possessed.
    

    
      “I’m busy.”
    

    
      “Are you really? There shouldn’t be any reason for a person heading to the plains of death to be busy though…Hohoho.”
    

    
      This cat clothed in black leather armor was an expert at baring her claws when needed and retracting them fully at will. She let out a crisp laugh as she approached me. 
    

    
      “Derval, your dinner is over there.”
    

    
      It seemed as though they had dined while waiting for us, because there was stew inside an iron pot. There were also a few pieces of bread lying around.
    

    
      “Hooh, so this is the cursed wyvern said to be bred at Kirphone Covert.” The black cat showed an interest in Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘Ara? This guy!’
    

    
      She approached Bebeto without a hint of fear and stroked his sturdy leg. But Bebeto stayed still without getting tense or enraged and just squinted his eyes as if enjoying the woman’s touch.
    

    
      ‘Jeez, he knows something beautiful when he sees it.’
    

    
      “What a shame. He has no defensive armor to protect his big wyvern body.” The cat stabbed me where it hurt with her words.
    

    
      “Where are the spears?” I ignored the cat and approached the carriage.
    

    
      As soon as I did so, mana bloomed from the guys standing around the carriage.  “Heh...” These guys didn’t know how close they were to stepping to the gates of hell and back.
    

    
      “Move aside. This is someone who will become a special customer.” The men moved aside at a single word from the cat. She then smiled at me. “As a special service, I even brought over the installation tool. You’re thankful, yes?”
    

    
      The cat’s eyes creased into crescents as if awaiting praise.
    

    
      I simply ignored her and removed the red packaging.
    

    
      “B-Blessed Spears?” cried Derval in surprise.
    

    
      “I only brought ones made from Bajran’s Imperial Magic Tower. They should be quite comfortable to use,” the cat explained.‘You’re all dead meat now!’ I thought towards those cruel bastards who had sent me off into the world without a single weapon. I knew this would happen, so I had invested an insane amount of money. 
    

    
      I smoothly lifted the leather weapon container that would be installed next to the saddle. It was filled with Blessed Spears with the thickness of a closed fist. 20 was a pretty large amount.
    

    
      “Jeez, why such a hurry? Hoho. The night is long... and I have information to share, too... Hoho...”
    

    
      The cat snorted as she shot an alluring look my way.
    

    
      ‘Older sis, I’m a minor, okay?’
    

    
      I couldn’t reveal that to this catlike woman. This older sis didn’t seem to know that if she messed with me the wrong way, she would be sent straight to prison due to minor protection laws.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “That bastard left?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Highness. We received a report that he just departed from the covert.”
    

    
      “Huhuhu...”
    

    
      The huge room was decorated by a harmonious arrangement of top-grade dwarven made furniture, painting, sculptures, and other such objects made by the continent’s best artists. Bajran Empire’s  Crown Prince Poltviran laughed nastily, his teeth showing in his mirth.
    

    
      “He will disappear without a sound before he arrives at Weyn Covert,” said a man with a cunning voice that matched the Crown Prince’s humor. A nephew of the current Queen, he was the Crown Prince’s maternal relative, Viscount Silveron. He was Poltviran’s right hand, a man who knew and aided the Crown Prince’s ambitions.
    

    
      “Kill him! Strip his skin and dunk his body into a vat of salt and kill him ever so slowly and painfully! Kukuku.” 
    

    
      As he spoke those vicious words, madness danced in Poltviran’s eyes. As soon as he had returned to the Imperial Palace, he was summoned and rebuked by his father the Emperor, which soured Poltviran’s mood. The reason for the scolding was that he had laid a hand on Princess Igis in front of many nobles and knights.
    

    
      ‘My Imperial Father! I will return the favor to you soon. Everything in this empire you love, I will thoroughly crush them as I please!’Despite being the Crown Prince, Poltivran had been raised listening to rebukes that were harsher than those given to anyone else. Inside him raged a twisted hatred towards his father.
    

    
      “And for tonight... I have prepared the daughter of the Pasian Baron household that you saw at the banquet yesterday.”
    

    
      “No issues, I trust?”
    

    
      “Please do not worry. Talks with the Baron have already gone smoothly.”
    

    
      “Silveron, as expected, you’re the only one who truly understands me.”
    

    
      “It is an honor, Your Highness.”
    

    
      Silveron, whose words completely uplifted Poltviran’s mood, bowed low at the Crown Prince’s praise. He knew very well that only flattery could earn the bad-tempered Crown Prince’s favor.  In return for such flattery, the day the Crown Prince became Emperor, Silveron would reap a prize that no one could have imagined.
    

    
      The Emperor of the Great Bajran Empire. Silveron knew very well that by simply being next to such a person, one could grasp military power no less than the Emperor’s own.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Che, dirty and cheap bastards!’ I cursed the nobles and people who reacted to Bebeto. I had expected it, but not to this degree. 
    

    
      With the letter of appointment from the covert in hand and the map I had been given, we made our way to Weyn Covert. After passing over mountains and rivers, we began to see castles and villages.
    

    
      I don’t know how they knew we were coming, but every time we passed into a territory, we were welcomed by Skyknights. But the problem was, when we drew closer and they saw Bebeto’s golden stripes, their attitudes changed. Their faces blanched as if seeing some kind of devil and they fled. If that was how Skyknights reacted, you could imagine how regular residents treated us. As soon as Bebeto appeared, they were frightened out of their wits and they hurried to ram their heads down while trembling uncontrollably.
    

    
      “Sir, the fire is ready,” informed Derval, who was completely infected with the fun of camping out.
    

    
      ‘Shall we try eating some fish today?’
    

    
      We had set up camp at a large mountainside lake. Whenever the sun set, we would make camp and rest.
    

    
      Guooo. Bebeto must be hungry too, because he let out a low cry.
    

    
      ‘Eat a little less. My back is gonna break trying to feed you.’ This guy would only work if he got a pig-sized portion for each meal.
    

    
      “Derval, go over there and collect some more wood.”
    

    
      “Huh? I understand.”
    

    
      I pointed at the forest and shooed Derval off.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, fish are my specialty.’
    

    
      A week had already passed since leaving Kirphone Covert. Now we just had to cross the Nerman Plains and the Rual Mountains that walled up the empire to reach our destination.I rose from my seat and approached the lakeside, looking at the clear and clean water. From a distance, I had clearly seen fish that looked similar to carp flopping out of the water.
    

    
      ‘3rd Circle Lightning should be enough.’
    

    
      A spell was drawn inside my head. I rapidly drew mana and approached the water.
    

    
      “Lightning!”
    

    
      I cast lightning around 10 feet away from me to where the fish were flopping. A powerful blue flash of magic burst out, outshining the light of the sun.
    

    
      
        Boom~! Bzzzzzzzttt. 
      
    

    
      The spell, bristling with electricity, plunged into the water and spurred a powerful energy wave that spread in all directions.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go hunting!”
    

    
      After a short while, fish floated to the surface. Without even thinking about it, I jumped onto Bebeto’s back.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flaaap. With powerful strokes of his wings, Bebeto jumped off the ground.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      The feeling of my body floating up was strangely electrifying.
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap. Bebeto beat his wings hard. Thanks to his immense strength, we lifted off the ground within moments.
    

    
      
        Woooooosh.
      
    

    
      ‘Ah...’
    

    
      The fresh air in the sky was completely different. I sucked in a big lungful of air through the helmet. This was the happiest moment during a flight. This was why Skyknights addicted to the sky said they couldn’t live without it.
    

    
      ‘That one looks good!’
    

    
      As soon as Bebeto appeared, a herd of deer scattered like frightened rabbits.
    

    
      “Get ‘em, Bebeto!”
    

    
      Guoooooooo! Over the past few days of travel, Bebeto and I had grown pretty close. The wyvern dove towards the ground at my command like a nimble eagle.
    

    
      Swoooooosh! Bebeto’s enormous frame plunged like a dive bomber.
    

    
      ‘UWAAAAAHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!!’
    

    
      I inwardly screamed my heart out at the electrifying thrill that was worlds beyond anything a rollercoaster could offer.
    

    
      GUAAAAAAAAAAAAA! A deafening roar burst out of Bebeto at the same time. Hearing Bebeto’s bloodthirsty roar, the fleeing deer sank to the ground where they stood.
    

    
      Bam! Bebeto simply skewered two of them with his sharp, steel claws. Then, as the wind rushed around us, he twisted and rose into the air again.
    

    
      ‘One well-grown wyvern’s better than ten hunting dogs,’ I mused. 
    

    
      I was satisfied with Bebeto’s hunting skill, which had easily taken care of dinnertime. I decided to bring Bebeto with me if I ever returned to Earth.
    

    
      ‘Hm? Who are those guys?’
    

    
      While I was gazing at Bebeto with satisfaction, I spotted three dots far away flying towards us from the empire’s direction.
    

    
      ‘Skyknights?’
    

    
      They were clearly regular, grey wyverns. This was still empire territory, but this place was deep in the Rual Mountains, an uninhabited place often visited by monsters. Those three wyverns were flying here, no, towards me. 
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Just then, lights suddenly flashed in the hands of the Skyknights riding the three wyverns.
    

    
      Flash! A brief burst of light came from the Skyknights.
    

    
      ‘Blessed Spears!’
    

    
      “Bebeto, dodge!”
    

    
      Flap flap flap flaap! Alarmed by the sudden attack, Bebeto quickly raised his head and ascended higher.
    

    
      ‘They’re following!’
    

    
      Blessed Spears had an effective range of at least 2 km. One moment, they were sparkling in the distance, and in the next, the spears were following us with a gentle arc.
    

    
      “Bebeto, to the side!”
    

    
      Due to the attack, Bebeto was instinctively beating his wings as hard as he could. I felt enormous movement with every flap of his wings.
    

    
      Swoooosh. As he rose, Bebeto twisted to the right.
    

    
      Flash! Three lines of light grazed past our sides like lightning.
    

    
      ‘You three musketeers!’
    

    
      Anger filled me from head to toe at the sudden assault. I looked more closely at the three wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Ara, they’re wearing no markings.’
    

    
      They did have airplates and enspelled wyvern armor, but no markings showing their affiliation.‘Bandits?’ I heard that large-scale bandits or pirates sometimes had wyverns, too. ‘No, this is still empire territory. That’s impossible.’ Swoosh. Even while I was thinking, I saw them raising a second round of spears.
    

    
      Distance, 1 km. At this distance, we could be hit with Blessed Spears in the time it took to blink.
    

    
      ‘Shit! You’re all dead today!’
    

    
      I took out one of the spears from the container at my right and poured mana into it.
    

    
      Flaaash! Just then, the three fired spears again.
    

    
      Flash! I threw the spear in my hand at the one flying front and center.
    

    
      ‘Hooh! So this is how it feels!’
    

    
      This was my first time ever firing a spear. After I poured mana into it, the length of the spear glowed with magical light, and when I threw it like that, it pierced through space many times faster than any arrow.
    

    
      Reaching out, I grabbed spears in both hands.
    

    
      Flash! And without a moment of waiting, I fired at the other two.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooosh.
      
    

    
      ‘We can’t dodge!’
    

    
      Before I knew it, we were around 800 meters away. The spears flashed in their unstoppable approach. If they landed, these scary magic spears would bury themselves deep into Bebeto’s body. Moreover, Bebeto wasn’t protected by enspelled armor made of mithril alloy, so he would die immediately due to severe internal wounds.
    

    
      I raised my hand. Right now, speed was of the essence!
    

    
      “Spiral Tornado!”
    

    
      The top 5th Circle wind spell was deployed even without a mana staff. It was a spell I had memorized in preparation for a day like this.
    

    
      Woooooooshhhh. A violent spiral of stormy wind burst out in a wild charge towards the spears that were already within a hundred meters of us.
    

    
      “Bebeto, charge!”
    

    
      The three wyverns were lightly ascending to dodge the spears I had thrown. Believing in my magic, I led Bebeto straight ahead.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOO! Even knowing his life was in danger, big brave Bebeto didn’t show any fear. 
    

    
      Roaring loudly enough to shake the heavens, he put more strength into his wings.Thankfully, the spears were all flying in from the front and not from all directions. Clashing with the roaring Spiral Tornado, their trajectories changed and they bounced off into the distance.
    

    
      “Summon Shuriel!”
    

    
      With a flash, a door opened between the Spirit Realm and the Middle World as a silver wind spirit appeared before me.
    

    
      “Rip that shit apart!”
    

    
      Shuriel wasn’t even a neighborhood mutt, but I commanded the spirit to tear the enemy to pieces.
    

    
      Schwwwwing. As soon as I spoke, Shuriel flew at a terrifying speed towards the wyvern at the front that was leisurely avoiding.
    

    
      
        Riiiiippppp!
      
    

    
      
        KWAAAAAAAAAKK!
      
    

    
      Instead of attacking the body protected by mithril, Shuriel seriously bit and tore the wyvern’s sturdy right wing. In response, the wyvern let out an incredibly loud shriek of pain. The Skyknights were flustered by the sudden appearance of the spirit.
    

    
      ‘Aigoo, wtf!’
    

    
      Seeing my faithful spirit taking my command seriously gave me a headache. Everything had happened in an instant. 
    

    
      ‘You some kind of bulldog? Why are you biting it like that?!’
    

    
      I was completely dumbfounded by Shuriel’s honest sincerity in faithfully carrying out its master’s command.
    

    
      “Wind Arrow!”
    

    
      One of the men fired a spell at Shuriel, who was busy ripping into his allied wyvern’s wing.
    

    
      ‘It’s a waste to use spears on you bastards!’
    

    
      The Skyknights showed up out of nowhere and tried to kill Bebeto and me. We were already just 100 meters apart.
    

    
      Swish! My right hand went up again.
    

    
      "....!!"
    

    
      Only then did the Skyknights see me. They must have thought I would have died from their spears, so when we suddenly appeared right in front of them, their bodies stiffened with shock. 
    

    
      “Huhuhu! Ice Spear! Ice Spear, Ice Spear!”
    

    
      I couldn’t waste valuable spears. I consecutively summoned Ice Spears, a spell among the 4th Circle spells guaranteed to hurt quite a lot.
    

    
      “Die! You pieces of dogshit!”
    

    
      There weren’t even 100 meters between us now. Plus, a wyvern’s wings were all too big a target for an Ice Spear.
    

    
      
        Fwip! Fwip! Fwip!
      
    

    
      The Ice Spears flew towards the wyverns’ wings, hissing in tandem, and the Skyknights scrambled to raise Blessed Spears again.
    

    
      Bababaaam! It was only 4th Circle magic, but the Ice Spears were made with overflowing 5th Circle mana. They plunged right through the thick wyvern wings, leaving behind holes the size of a head.
    

    
      
        KWAAAAAAAK! GUOOOOOOOO! GUAAAAAAAA!
      
    

    
      The three wyverns shrieked in unison.
    

    
      “It’s not over yet! You shitty birdbrains!”
    

    
      These guys dared to try to kill me, the oh so kind Kang Hyuk, who was just minding his own business.
    

    
      “Fire Lance! Fire Lance! Fire Lance!”
    

    
      Thanks to the magic knowledge my capable master had implanted in me, I could double cast like it was nothing. While the wyverns were writhing in pain, I glared at the Skyknights that were busy keeping balance.
    

    
      
        Fwip! Fwip! Fwip!
      
    

    
      ‘There’s a saying like this in the Bible: If anyone slaps you on the left cheek, offer the right also! Kukuku.’
    

    
      This time, hot lances of flame flew towards the uninjured other wings of the wyverns.
    

    
      
        Bam! Bam! Bam!
      
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOO! KWAAAAAKK! KUOOOOO!
      
    

    
      Another wonderful chorus of cries rang out.
    

    
      “Wind Spear! Wind Spear! Wind Spear!”
    

    
      I cast magic like I was trying to empty my mana core. 
    

    
      These poor bastards. They were unlucky and met their maker today!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘A mage!’
    

    
      Baron Halvain, a Skyknight under the employ of Count Atman, sortied on a secret missive from his lord to eliminate the hybrid wyvern.
    

    
      From the information he received, the target was a cadet that hadn’t even completed his formal education. However, the person in front of him right now wasn’t a cadet, but a combat mage accustomed to battle.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      
        KUAAAAAAAAAAAAA!
      
    

    
      He viciously threw spell after spell at the wyverns’ wings. There were already around six big holes in the wings of Halvain’s beloved wyvern.
    

    
      ‘H-He’s a 6th Circle mage!’The enemy mage was firing 4th Circle magic, which could deal damage to wyverns. But Baron Halvain, a 4th Circle mage, was sure that his opponent was a 6th Circle mage. Otherwise, his opponent wouldn’t be able to cast 4th Circle magic like that.
    

    
      ‘There’s even a summoner somewhere!’
    

    
      On top of that, the wind spirit Shuriel had suddenly appeared and was ripping into a wyvern’s wing like a dog and not letting go. There was definitely a summoner on the ground helping the bastard.
    

    
      Swooooooooosh. No matter how sturdy a wyvern’s wings were, it couldn’t fly properly with holes all over them. Even a Blessed Spear wouldn’t impart such damage.
    

    
      ‘We have to make an emergency landing!’
    

    
      The injuries to the wyvern’s wings had exceeded the limit. Just like Baron Halvain, his allies were sweating hard trying to control their wyverns that were crashing unsteadily to the ground.
    

    
      “Uhahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      The devil’s laughter rang noisily through his helmet.
    

    
      ‘Dammit!’
    

    
      Baron Halvain regretted the wrong information and the lazy attack. But no matter how quick one was to regret, it was already too late.
    

    
      Wyverns were like a Skyknight’s life. There had never been a second chance given to a Skyknight who had lost their wyvern.
    

    
      
        Bam! KWAAAAAAAKK!
      
    

    
      Magic landed on his wyvern even though they were only 10 meters from the ground. Baron Halvain felt like his chest was about to burst from hearing the painful cry of his beloved wyvern.
    

    
      ‘This dogshit!’
    

    
      He glared. He glared at the evil, vicious bastard who was leisurely firing magic and enjoying the hunt.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Booom! Boom!
      
    

    
      Their wings sporting at least ten holes, the wyverns tumbled as they thudded to the ground in emergency landings. Because they landed with wings that couldn’t support their enormous weight, they were lucky that they hadn’t broken every bone in their legs. 
    

    
      “Bebeto, land.”
    

    
      The Skyknights were sure to have gotten a big shock atop their wyverns, who had landed helter skelter. I saw them writhing with pain.
    

    
      
        Swooooooosh. GUOOOOO~
      
    

    
      Thanks to his luck in meeting a capable master, Bebeto didn’t have a single scratch on him. He savored the leisure of the victor as he made a smooth landing on ground that was just starting to sprout with grass.
    

    
      ‘They don’t have Skyknight cloaks on, and their wyverns don’t have any family emblems... Who sent them?’
    

    
      In the short time I was there, I had made a lot of enemies at the Skyknight Academy. I couldn’t tell who had ordered something like this.
    

    
      ‘Which one should I ask?’
    

    
      Not knowing who wanted to kill me was an insult to my pride as a man. I leapt off Bebeto’s back and approached the wyverns that were sprawled out near each other.
    

    
      Grrrr. Despite their pain, the wyverns that were watching Bebeto and me let out warning growls.
    

    
      Clang! A Skyknight that found his bearings hurried to draw his sword atop his wyvern.
    

    
      “W-what are you all doing! He’s coming!” cried the Skyknight, his voice filled with rage.
    

    
      “Argh...”
    

    
      Only then did the Skyknights collect their wits from the shock of the crash landing and jump down from their wyverns, still moaning.
    

    
      ‘Ah! Why is that guy still there!’
    

    
      One of the Skyknights that had jumped down was holding a mana staff instead of a sword. Behind those Skyknights, I could see a silver bird that was still holding on for dear life to one of the wyverns. It was looking at me with shining eyes like a puppy asking for praise.
    

    
      ‘Alright, good boy. Good boy. Go back now... sigh.’When you summoned a spirit, you were mentally connected to it. Because of that, I relayed my praise in my mind and ordered it to go back.
    

    
      Swish swish. The spirit wagged its tail like a dog at my praise before finally disappearing like a phantom with a flash.
    

    
      “W-who the fuck are you!”
    

    
      ‘Ara? Isn’t that the wrong way around?’
    

    
      That was something I should be asking, but the unidentified Skyknight stole my line.
    

    
      “Then who the fuck are you guys?” I asked with an innocent voice after taking off my helmet.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The three Skyknights answered me with silence.
    

    
      “Spill the beans while I’m asking nicely. I’m not in a good mood, y’know?”
    

    
      I put a hand on my waist as I skewered them with a crooked gaze.
    

    
      “Y-you impertinent cadet!”
    

    
      ‘Cadet? Hooh, so they do know me.’
    

    
      “Looks like words won’t cut it,” I said, then drew the Fiore Viscounty knight’s sword, which I was still using.
    

    
      “Urghh! I will cut you down!”
    

    
      These three were asking for more hot punishment. It seemed they wanted revenge for their prized wyverns.
    

    
      “Do as you please, sir bandit knight,” I said to these laughable bastards’ futile struggling.
    

    
      “Hah!”
    

    
      The two knights who had drawn their swords closed the distance.
    

    
      “Binding!” As if he’d been waiting, the mage cast Binding.
    

    
      “Cancel! Binding!”
    

    
      No-one could match my skill in spell manifestation. Even as the knights charged at me, I forcefully canceled the mage’s spell and cast Binding right back.
    

    
      
        Schwwwwing!
      
    

    
      They were both knights, but they didn’t hesitate to gang up on me. Their blue, mana-charged Aura Blades aimed for my heart and lower body.
    

    
      ‘Hmph!’
    

    
      However, against me, someone who had competed with a master, their skills were far too lacking.
    

    
      “Hya!” I grunted as I kicked off the ground and jumped up.
    

    
      Schwing! A knight’s sword whistled past my legs in the next moment. The knight’s head came into position.
    

    
      
        BANG!
      
    

    
      Still aloft, I landed a powerful kick on the knight’s helmet with my right foot. 
    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      “Gasp!”
    

    
      The knight I kicked collapsed without even being able to utter a cry. Seeing that, the other knight drew in a gasp of surprise. There was no need for sympathy. I turned and ran at him as he leaned forward.
    

    
      Schwing! Still a knight in name, the guy instinctively swung his sword.
    

    
      Claang! I strongly parried away his sword. At the powerful impact, the knight lost his grip on the sword. The moment I saw an opening, I let loose the familiar Taekwondo roundhouse kick.Woosh! BAM! My foot met his face squarely. The helmet was torn from his head and went tumbling into the distance.
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      
        Kwa, kwaaaaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      The wyverns went mad at the sight of their masters landing flat on their faces.
    

    
      “Bebeto, step on ‘em!”
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOO! Flap, flap, flaaaap!
      
    

    
      As if he’d been waiting, Bebeto flapped his wings eagerly and flew over. The next moment, taunting the wyverns who couldn’t fly, he was piercing their bodies and wings with his steel claws without hesitation.
    

    
      ‘Wow! Was he a fighting cock in his previous life?’
    

    
      Like his master, Bebeto appeared to have no sympathy. He excitedly crushed the wyverns to pieces.
    

    
      “Urgh...”
    

    
      The Skyknight who couldn’t move a finger due to a Binding cast by a higher level mage opened his eyes wide and groaned as he watched his wyvern become covered with blood.
    

    
      ‘He should listen with this much, right?’
    

    
      “Bebeto, stop~”
    

    
      Guoo, guoooo. Having excitedly vented his stress, Bebeto let out happy cries as he returned to the ground.
    

    
      ‘What a heartless fellow.’
    

    
      Bebeto’s triumphant stomping had brought the wyverns halfway to the gates of hell, just like their owners. Their faces and wings dripped with red blood. One of them must have broken its wing, because its head was collapsed on the ground as it drew painful, stuttering breaths.
    

    
      ‘So it’s true that even though they’re monsters, if they are raised with holy water, their blood becomes red.’
    

    
      Cursed by the gods, most monsters had blue blood. But if a wyvern was bathed in holy water while it was still in the egg, their blood would change to red, like humans.
    

    
      “Cancel!”
    

    
      “Y-you vicious bastard!”
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “G-gugh!’
    

    
      He still hadn’t come to his senses. I kicked the mage right in the stomach. He was wearing an airplate, but it would be difficult to block a kick with all my strength in it. Moreover, he was a mage. He was even weaker to pain.
    

    
      “You guys trying to kill me is right and proper, and me defending myself is vicious? You writing a novel here? If I do it, it’s adultery, and if you do it, it’s romance?”
    

    
      “Ge..gehh. I-I cannot speak.”
    

    
      He must be in a helluva lot of pain, because the mage Skyknight was kneeling as he laboriously spat out a few words.
    

    
      “Is that so? Alright then.”
    

    
      
        Baam!
      
    

    
      “Gah!”
    

    
      I simply kicked the guy’s chin, hard. 
    

    
      ‘Jerks, you’re playing.’
    

    
      This was my first battle of the skies ever. Things had ended up like this because they had underestimated me, but it could have easily become a crisis.
    

    
      ‘I have to ascend to the 6th Circle! ASAP!’
    

    
      Even the Crown Prince had his sights set on me. I could only grow stronger in order to live.
    

    
      ‘But I should collect the price for those two deer and my valuable spears, right?’
    

    
      The wyverns and knights were sprawled out here and there as if a typhoon had ripped through the area.
    

    
      “Huhuhu....”
    

    
      Over ten Blessed Spears were sitting pretty atop each wyvern’s back, and the wyverns themselves were wearing extremely expensive mithril armor. And there were three formal airplates that looked like they might be my size.
    

    
      ‘It’s money! Sweet, delicious money!’
    

    
      “Uhahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      A refreshing laugh bubbled up from the deepest part of my chest and burst out of me.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      Even the clueless Bebeto raised his horns into the sky as he let loose a vigorous cry of joy.
    

    
      ‘Won’t I become filthy rich at this rate?’
    

    
      An evil thought suddenly jumped into my head... I wondered if I should go around each territory and strip the Skyknights who came looking for trouble.
    

    
      The seeds of the enemies I had sown in this empire were already sprouting, anyway...
    

    
      

      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 39: Weyn Covert
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Wh-what is all that?”
    

    
      “Oh, this? How is it, can we use it?”
    

    
      Bebeto and I had returned to the lakeside. Over a thousand fish were belly-up in the water, and Derval was roasting dozens of them on the fire. Seeing the magic armor in Bebeto’s claws, he stammered in shock.
    

    
      “Isn’t that mithril magic armor? And three of them at that!”
    

    
      “Seems they’re all cooked~”
    

    
      The black cat had given me a small bag, saying that I would need it. Inside were various seasonings, including salt. Now, eying the well-seasoned roasted fish, I grabbed one that was the size of my arm and brought it to my mouth.
    

    
      “Sir... W-what is all this? And isn’t that a formal airplate you’re wearing?”
    

    
      “A gift from God.” Giving a short reply, I took a big bite of the fish.
    

    
      
        Chew.
      
    

    
      ‘Oohh! Delish!’
    

    
      The fish was perfectly seasoned with salt and spices. I paid no attention to Derval’s alarmed voice and questioning and focused on filling up my belly.
    

    
      “Sigh...” Derval let out a long sigh.
    

    
      ‘Knowing will give you a headache, dude.’
    

    
      There actually wasn’t much to say. Those guys simply came and attacked me, I defended myself in order to live, I beat them up good, and took something as a reward for my efforts.
    

    
      “Sir...”
    

    
      Derval quietly called my name.
    

    
      “What?” I mumbled over a bite of fish. “Next time...” Derval paused and looked right into my eyes. “Strip the wyverns of their hide, too. Those can be sold for quite a lot.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Derval had a deeply-rooted merchant mentality that far exceeded mine.
    

    
      “Derval....”
    

    
      “Sir Kyre....”
    

    
      The hot gazes of two men met in the air.
    

    
      ‘I’m tellin’ you, I picked a good person!’
    

    
      Derval was smart, listened well, and was thoroughly ingrained with a “prevention is better than the cure” mentality as well as being industrious and thrifty. I really liked him.
    

    
      Grruuu. Let’s not forget Bebeto, the new up-and-coming gangster star in the wyvern world, who was excitedly scooping up the belly-up fish without being told to do so.
    

    
      I was suddenly struck with a premonition full of hope—a premonition that the three of us would turn this continent upside down. Those days would probably be full of suffering for others, but happiness for us.
    

    
      It was a future I hoped for with all my heart.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘We have to fly half a day without resting to get through, huh?’
    

    
      Even if he flew leisurely, Bebeto had a speed of over 60 km/h. We had to fly at that speed for at least half a day to be able to pass the rugged Rual Mountains.
    

    
      Hundreds of nameless peaks were topped with white snow, and underneath those peaks was a dense forest that blanketed the ground as far as I could see. The sight inspired an automatic sense of awe within me.
    

    
      ‘So these mountains are encircling the Nerman Plains like a folding screen.’
    

    
      The Nerman Plains was about the size of a respectable duchy. Though it was technically Bajran Empire territory, apparently, even the empire saw it as a pain-in-the-ass lump of land. Without a wyvern, regular infantrymen had to walk at least half a month through the rugged mountains to reach the Plains.
    

    
      In addition, the territory bordered the hostile Laviter Empire, pirates as vicious as a pack of dogs from the Kesmire Islands—an archipelago made up of around ten thousand islands—often came to plunder, and to top it off, barbarian tribes called the Temir came attacking in a round-house robin. Also, the countless monsters and demon beasts living in the Rual Mountains and the Kovilan Mountains showed up on the territory as well, so the Nerman Plains was a place of endless battles all year round.
    

    
      At one point, over 200,000 empire troops were dispatched to the Plains, but tens of thousands of them had died every year, so now, only a few important positions were defended and only 20,000 soldiers were stationed there.
    

    
      ‘Even though it’s the size of a duchy, it doesn’t have an assigned lord. Instead, the Commander-in-Chief acts as the lord.’
    

    
      The Nerman Plains somehow gave me a good feeling as soon as I heard the name. It was apparently a land of blessings where several rivers starting high in the mountains ran through the plains. Derval told me that besides the enemies coming in from all directions, it was an ideal place.
    

    
      “Sir! We’re almost there. We just have to pass that mountain and it’ll be the Nerman Plains!”
    

    
      With only a magic compass and a single scrap of map in hand, Derval managed to find the way on his own. His voice was thick with emotion.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooosh.
      
    

    
      After continuous flights, Bebeto had completely figured out the wind and could play in the currents. Hitching a ride on an updraft, we passed the final peak.
    

    
      ‘If I have time later, I should build a ski resort here.’
    

    
      From what I heard, this place was decked in snow all year round. I felt like I could build a ski resort here just as good as the ones in the Swiss Mountains.
    

    
      
        Woooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      An updraft hit us as we flew over the peak. Wind blowing in from the other direction was pushed into the air as it collided with the mountain. Despite his huge size, Bebeto was kicked upwards like a paper airplane.
    

    
      “Ah...” Bebeto leveled out again, and then, I saw it.
    

    
      It was endless.
    

    
      All the pointy mountains were gone, and from the sky, I could see endless plains stretching out into the horizon, divided by several rivers. The knot in my chest fell away and my eyes were refreshed—it was truly a sight for sore eyes.
    

    
      ‘Kya, so nice~! This place where orcs are running free and ogres are waving—eh? W-what the fuck!?’
    

    
      As the mountains disappeared and the plains appeared, Bebeto flew low to the ground. From his back, I could see a very peaceful(?) scene.
    

    
      Dozens of orcs wielding weapons were running across the plains like horses, and ogres with wooden clubs were grunting as they played a harmonious round of hide-and-seek.
    

    
      ‘Geh! T-that’s all monsters!’
    

    
      It wasn’t just one or two. Everywhere on the expansive plains, instead of humans, there were orcs and ogres hunting fish, trolls, and a variety of monsters and animals I didn’t even know the names of.
    

    
      ‘My god...’
    

    
      It was a complete mess and then some. After flying a bit over the plains, I spotted a fortress in ruins and several villages. Of course, they too were occupied by monsters instead of people.
    

    
      GUUOOOOOOOOOO! Only Bebeto was thoroughly excited. As someone who was at the top of the monster food chain, he bellowed in happiness as he flew low over the monsters’ heads.
    

    
      
        Squeaaaal! Squeal!
      
    

    
      Chaos ensued. As soon as Bebeto appeared, the monster groups that had been playing peacefully scattered like rabbits facing a fox, and even though they were monsters, not birds, some of them even slammed their heads in the ground and trembled.
    

    
      ‘Seriously, how many monsters are there?’
    

    
      Thousands of imperial soldiers had died here every year. Seeing this, it made sense. Anyone who hoped for a long, peaceful life surrounded by not just this swarm of monsters, but also pirates, troops from an enemy empire, and barbarian tribes was a crazy bastard. This place, which was too valuable to give away but too difficult to make use of, must taste like a dry steamed bun without any red bean paste. 
    

    
      ‘What a shame...’
    

    
      If not for the monsters, even I could tell that the soil was unbelievably fertile. There were only a few small hills; but for the most part, it was a blessed land perfect for farming. I couldn’t help but feel regret as I gazed upon the endless plains.
    

    
      It might be a different story if I were the lord, but for now, this place had absolutely nothing to do with me.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Sir, that must be the central city, Denfors.”
    

    
      ‘It looks more like a ruin than a city...’
    

    
      After passing the mountains and flying for two hours, we finally arrived at the central city of the Nerman Plains, Denfors. I could see the sea in the distance, the city was positioned along a river somewhat bigger than the Han River in Korea, it was fairly wide while also being accompanied by high castle walls that encircled the city.
    

    
      But the problem was that it was just too embarrassing to call it a city. Parts of the wall were collapsed and sloppily blocked with wood and what looked to be gravel, and many places in the city itself were falling apart, dirty, and worn down—it was quite a pathetic sight.
    

    
      ‘Weyn Covert...’
    

    
      I could see wyvern hangars and a runway at one side of the city. It was definitely Weyn Covert, the place I would be living in from now on.
    

    
      ‘Sigh.’
    

    
      Despite Bebeto’s appearance, the soldiers and residents weren’t at all alarmed. They just looked up once then stopped caring, despite the fact they should have seen Bebeto’s hybrid wyvern golden stripes.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s land.”
    

    
      This city, Denfors, was just 20 km away from a swarm of monsters. It wouldn’t be strange if those monsters came charging in this very night.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap, flaaap.
      
    

    
      Bebeto flew a circle around the covert before landing in the central clearing of the runway.
    

    
      Hwooooosh. The dust and dried grass on the uncleaned runway was blown up by Bebeto’s wingbeats and flew all over the place.
    

    
      “Wow! Amazing...” Sarcasm flowed from Derval’s lips.
    

    
      ‘W-What kind of covert is this!’
    

    
      Despite its notoriety, Weyn Covert was still a place where Skyknights of the highest honor in the empire were residing. Up until now, I’d harbored some expectations in my heart. The glorious Skyknights, who guarded the interior of the empire from the front lines—it sounded really cool. But the reality in front of my eyes was...
    

    
      ‘Even a dog wouldn’t stay here.’
    

    
      Who knew when they had last been maintained— the worn-down hangars were full of holes, and the runway and the surrounding area was overgrown with weeds. A few crewmates were slowly slinking around and looking at us. Military discipline? Rules? What were those? There was nothing of that sort; instead, the place was filled with limp laziness.
    

    
      The thought that running away and resorting to banditry would still be better than this grazed past my mind.
    

    
      “Derval, this is Weyn Covert, right?”
    

    
      “Yes... Sir Kyre.”
    

    
      “But how come no one is on guard against strangers like us?”
    

    
      “I wonder...”
    

    
      It was impossible to compare Weyn Covert with Kirphone Covert. The few garrison members and crewmates showed a little interest towards us, people who had fallen into unfortunate straits, but no one took any action.
    

    
      “Kyaho!!!!!!!”
    

    
      
        GUAAAAAAAAAAA!
      
    

    
      ‘What the fuck is that sound?’
    

    
      I didn’t see a single wyvern at the hangars, which numbered about 30. Just then, I heard a mana-charged cry of excitement and a wyvern’s roar from far away.
    

    
      “Geh!” Turning my head, I couldn’t help but exclaim in surprise.
    

    
      ‘T-troll? And aren’t those ogres??’
    

    
      Three wyverns with Skyknights on their backs were flying towards the base. But the problem was, they didn’t carry any flags signifying that they were part of the empire, and in the claws of the wyverns flying over, was a limp troll and two ogres.
    

    
      “Lady Janice is here!”
    

    
      “Ohh! They’ve even caught a troll today!”
    

    
      Ruuuumble. I didn’t know where they’d been hiding, but people wearing merchant uniforms and dozens of mages came running in from all directions, the carriages behind them clattering. Escorted by people who looked like mercenaries, a crowd gathered in moments.
    

    
      ‘W-what the heck, what is this mood!’
    

    
      Weyn Covert suddenly became as disorderly as a flea market.
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap flap flap. The wyverns landing on the ground whipped wind and dust into my face with their wingbeats.
    

    
      “Well then, let us begin today’s auction!”
    

    
      ‘Auction? Woman?’
    

    
      A woman stood up confidently atop her wyvern and yelled out to the crowd. She was wearing the crimson cloak of the Skyknights on top of a silver airplate.
    

    
      ‘Holy...’
    

    
      The female Skyknight removed her helmet as if finding it stifling. As she did so, brown hair that didn’t go past her shoulders fluttered down.
    

    
      ‘She’s really no less than a man!’
    

    
      The Skyknight in her mid-twenties had even more androgynistic charm than Russell, a girl disguised as a man. Her body let off a constant vigor that was no inferior to a man’s.
    

    
      “The troll is, as you can see, so fresh that one can draw top-quality blood from it for a month, and the ogres’ hides are damaged, but still usable. We’ll start with the troll, so everyone, name your price.”
    

    
      “Lady Janice! I will buy it for 1,700 Gold.”
    

    
      “1,800!”
    

    
      “I’ll buy it for 1,850!”
    

    
      As soon as the woman named Janice finished talking, the merchants and mages immediately started clamoring, calling out prices.
    

    
      “1,850, nothing above that? Going once! Going Twice! Alright! Sold for 1,850! Next are the ogres!”
    

    
      “500 Gold per ogre!”
    

    
      “530!”
    

    
      “550!”
    

    
      “Alright! 550? Nothing more? Sold for 550! Today’s auction is over!”
    

    
      “Darn it, what a shame! I only happened to bring 1,800 with me today...”
    

    
      “Che, let’s just wait and see tomorrow. When mages come from their towers, we don’t have much of a chance.”
    

    
      The merchants showed their regret as they looked at the mages who had bought the three monsters.
    

    
      “Do you happen to be the master of that handsome wyvern?”
    

    
      “Y-yes.”
    

    
      One of the merchants who had ignored us the whole time licked his lips while looking at Bebeto.
    

    
      “Then are you selling those goods as well?”
    

    
      ‘Wut? He can’t mean Bebeto?’
    

    
      The merchant was pointing towards my wyvern.
    

    
      “Geh! Isn’t that—! Isn’t that wyvern magic armor?”
    

    
      “Wow! A jackpot item has finally appeared today.”
    

    
      “Are you selling that?”
    

    
      Noticing my conversation with the merchant, other merchants and mages came scrambling over. They began to drool over the two suits of wyvern magic armor tied up nice and pretty on Bebeto’s back.
    

    
      “This wyvern is one of those special hybrids, isn’t it?”
    

    
      “Indeed. Is it a hybrid of Black and Gold?”
    

    
      The dozens of merchants and mages that gathered from the surroundings were fascinated by Bebeto.
    

    
      “I’ll give you 500,000 Gold! Sell the magic armor to our magic tower!”
    

    
      “750,000! Please sell it to our merchant group!”
    

    
      “850,000! Please sell us even just one of those magic armor!”
    

    
      ‘Why are these people like this?! And who are they taking for a fool!’
    

    
      The mages and merchants were getting worked up all on their own and calling out prices. They were busy trying to get a deal on armor that was second-hand, but would still easily go for 1.5 million. 
    

    
      “Stop! I won’t be selling these today!!” I yelled with mana.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      “In a few days, I will sell to the one who states the most appropriate price, so back off for now!”
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. What should I call this feeling?’
    

    
      This feeling of happiness could probably compare to how Columbus felt when he discovered a new continent. From the looks of it, it seemed that when Skyknights caught monsters, merchants and mages would buy them.
    

    
      ‘So what you’re saying is, if I just go catch those monsters laying everywhere, everything’s gucci?’
    

    
      I had seen tens of thousands of monsters just coming here. I suddenly began to think of those unpleasant monsters as lucky coins.
    

    
      ‘Alright! This kind of place suits me!’
    

    
      I hadn’t figured out everything yet, but I got the gist of what was going on. For someone like me, whose honor as a Skyknight was dragged through the dirt, an opportunity as good as this would be impossible to find.
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      Pushing aside the merchants and mages, a woman walked towards me. Height, 175 cm (5’9”). Slightly tanned, healthy skin. The large eyes that suited her long eyelashes were charming.
    

    
      My eyes met her glistening green ones in the air.
    

    
      ‘Hooh, I won’t be bored in the future...’
    

    
      With one hand on her hip, Janice cocked an eye at me with a provocative look. I could see my reflection in her narrowed eyes, my reflection as I smiled like a devil...
    

    
      

    

    
      “Are you Baronet Kyre?”
    

    
      “Yes, that is correct, Leader Pavess.”
    

    
      ‘At least there’s someone here who looks like a noble.’
    

    
      Viscount Pavess had introduced himself as the Leader of Weyn Covert. Unlike the other Skyknights, who were no different than mercenaries, Viscount Pavess was showing the typical nobleman’s appearance, with his big belly and tidy uniform.
    

    
      “I won’t say much. Weyn Covert is part of the empire, but at the same time, it exists separately from the empire’s military.” Pavess said rebellious words without hesitation as he drank his tea with noble-like decorum. “The empire sends us no goods or wages.”
    

    
      ‘Eh? The hell. They don’t send anything?’
    

    
      “Live on your own. Earn on your own.”
    

    
      ‘Kek, live on my own and earn on my own?’
    

    
      “Take one of the empty hangars if there’s one that catches your fancy. And when there’s a military request for assistance, go out if the price is right.”
    

    
      “... Then is there anything that is provided by the empire?”
    

    
      “What is your full name and title?”
    

    
      “Pardon? It is Baronet Kyre de Adaron.”
    

    
      “Got it?”
    

    
      “Huh....?”
    

    
      “That’s all. A title recognized by the empire. That’s the only thing.”
    

    
      ‘It’s a total wild west over here, every man for himself.’
    

    
      I now completely understood why Skyknights were hunting monsters. Weyn Covert was not provided a single thing. In other words, be it weapons or armor, everything had to be acquired with one’s own money.
    

    
      ‘Alright! This is actually better!’
    

    
      This place valued true skill above all else. It might be different for other nobles, who valued their honor the most, but this place suited me perfectly.
    

    
      “But do you also not receive anything from the empire, sir?”
    

    
      “Me? Ahem... I get exactly enough to survive. You mind your business and I’ll mind mine.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      ‘Good! From tomorrow on, I’m gonna earn and save! Uhahaha!’
    

    
      Leader Pavess told me to mind my own business. I intended to do just that.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Um... sir.”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “I think we need to hire a separate guard, sir.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “There are many eyes on us from every direction.”
    

    
      ‘I have to hire a fuckin’ guard with my own money, too?’
    

    
      I headed to the hangars with Bebeto and Derval, who had been waiting for me outside the headquarters building. As we walked, Derval kept his guard up, looking warily all around us.
    

    
      This was a world for the capable, just like in the mercenary world. Derval didn’t need to say anything—my sensitive mana alerted me of a few people’s too-interested gazes.
    

    
      “Derval, did you know? That this place doesn’t get anything from the empire?”
    

    
      “Yes... sigh, that’s why this place is called the Grave of Skyknights. It is a place used to banish Skyknights who have offended the imperial family or high-ranking nobles, even if they didn’t commit treason, and to get rid of wyverns that have grown too old to be useful. That is the kind of place Weyn Covert is.”
    

    
      “That place looks good,” I said, changing the subject abruptly.
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “This is where we’ll be staying from now on. You like it, right?”
    

    
      “Yes! Very much so, sir!”
    

    
      As long as it came from me, Derval would at least pretend to die if I commanded it. He responded energetically. 
    

    
      ‘Hooh, so even soldiers have to be given money to make them work.’
    

    
      Interestingly enough, you could see soldiers slinking around the hangars instead of patrolling the entire covert. Merchants, mages, and even civilians were coming in and out of this place, a military facility.
    

    
      ‘What a mess.’
    

    
      I strode towards the buildings that looked like hangars.
    

    
      ‘Wait, then do I even have to get a cook?’ If Leader Pavess’ words were to be believed, not a single thing would be provided to us. ‘Wow! These dirty, cheap-ass scrooges!’
    

    
      I ground my teeth at the disgusting behavior of the empire and stood in front of the hangar that I had picked.
    

    
      ‘It gets lots of sun and there’s space in front. And it’s far away from the others.’
    

    
      This hangar was at the edge of the hangars. It seemed pretty old, but at least it looked decent from the outside.
    

    
      ‘We should clean it up first.’
    

    
      It had obviously been neglected for a long time.
    

    
      “Derval, go ask around and find out what things we need to know to survive here.”
    

    
      “But we need to clean up first...”
    

    
      “I’ll do it. Go prepare dinner if you can as well.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      “There’s no rush, so do your research slowly and precisely.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      “Bebeto, you stay here and keep a lookout.”
    

    
      Guooo. Bebeto, who understood words well, nodded.
    

    
      “I will return soon,” said Derval, preparing to leave.
    

    
      “Ah! Take this, too.”
    

    
      Fwip. I threw him a pouch with gold coins.
    

    
      “Then...”
    

    
      Holding the hefty pouch, Derval bowed and quickly walked away. He was a smart fellow who could understand what I wanted, so I didn’t have many worries..
    

    
      Creaaak. The structure of the hangar was pretty much the same. It had a large, wyvern-sized door and a smaller side door for humans. I opened the side door and went in.
    

    
      ‘Even a ghost wouldn’t live here.’
    

    
      The inside of the hangar was filled with Spider-Man’s siblings. Despite there being nothing to eat, spiderwebs were hanging everywhere while encrusted dust and dirt adorned the walls and floor.
    

    
      “Sylph! Undine! Gnome! Salamander! All of you, come out!”
    

    
      Flash! I summoned all of the lower-ranking spirits.
    

    
      
        Swooooosh!
      
    

    
      ‘Jeezus, you guys are cute.’
    

    
      Sylph was as large as a kid’s arm, and Undine was a blue water silhouette smaller than a kindergartener. Gnome looked like one of the Seven Dwarfs, and Salamander was the size of my arm.
    

    
      After being summoned, they circled around me, their eyes sparkling with innocence.
    

    
      “We’ll be cleaning from now on. Sylph! Raise the wind with all your power and sweep up all the dust! Salamander! Use your flame to burn up the dust and spiderwebs! Undine! Cleanly wash away all the burned stuff! Gnome! Once everything is cleaned with water, turn the ground and bury everything! Chop chop!”
    

    
      
        Nod.
      
    

    
      Sylph went round and round with a happy expression, and the blue, watery Undine sprayed out water. With the woosh of fire, the magical fire-spitting lizard, Salamander, impatiently unfurled its flames towards the spiderwebs. 
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. How can it be this comfortable?’
    

    
      I blocked the dust with a circular magic shield. Then I sat back and enjoyed the emotional sight of the spirits working hard.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooooosh. Fwooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      
        Fwooooooop! Pababababaaat.
      
    

    
      Like I instructed, Sylph raised a wind to gather all the dust and trash to one side, which was burned up by Salamander, and Undine used water to clean the ashes on the ground and the dust encrusted on the walls. Finally, Gnome upturned the ground and cleaned up all the ashes gathered on the ground.
    

    
      Within a short time, the inside of the hangar was sparkling clean.
    

    
      
        Clap clap clap!
      
    

    
      “Haha. You did well, my friends.”
    

    
      I did feel a sense of guilt for making minors clean without pay, but whatever. This was a summoner’s privilege, after all.
    

    
      ‘I’ll buy you guys some candy later.’
    

    
      I had the feeling I had become one of those immoral teachers who sat back and made the tiny kids in elementary school do the dirty work (of cleaning). 
    

    
      The playful Sylph showed its joy at my praise as it flew circles around me. Salamander, Undine, and Gnome also exuded happiness, like little kids.
    

    
      “Then, see you later. Bye bye~!”
    

    
      Waving my hand, I returned the spirits.
    

    
      Flash! As if they’d never been there, the spirits disappeared, leaving no traces. I then thought to myself that I should play with them a bit next time if I had the time.
    

    
      “Clear!”
    

    
      
        Flaaaash!
      
    

    
      The spirits had done their best to clean, but there was no way they could erase the dirt motes left in the air. I used magic to cleanse the whole area.
    

    
      
        Sparkle sparkle~! 
      
    

    
      A perfect hangar was left. The completely cleaned space without a speck of dust made me happy.
    

    
      I opened the door to let Bebeto in, the large door groaning as it swung.
    

    
      “Bebeto, come in! Huh?”
    

    
      
        GUAAAAA! Stomp stomp.
      
    

    
      Just as I was about to let Bebeto in after cleaning up everything, I saw Bebeto looking over to one side while roaring in rage.
    

    
      ‘Derval? But what’s with those guys?’
    

    
      Derval had gone out under my instruction. Three unfamiliar knights wearing plate mail and around ten soldiers that looked like gangsters were following him back.
    

    
      ‘Did he get hit?’
    

    
      As they got closer, I could see that one of Derval’s eyes was black and blue, and there was blood coming out from his upper lip.
    

    
      “Hm....”
    

    
      I was sure that these guys had beaten up Derval, who couldn’t defend himself properly because he was missing an arm. They approached with very relaxed expressions and impudent smiles.
    

    
      “Oi, kiddo. You this bastard’s boss?”
    

    
      A knight with a scar that looked like a big worm above his left eyebrow looked at me and called me a kiddo.
    

    
      “Derval.”
    

    
      “I, I apologize, sir. These bastards... argh!”
    

    
      A muffled sound rang out as one of the soldiers whacked Derval’s side hard with the handle of his spear.
    

    
      “Huhuhu. Looks like this shithead hasn’t gotten hit enough. How dare he call us bastards.” Wearing a malicious smile, the soldier taunted Derval with his spear.
    

    
      “You think the covert is a den of orcs? Shouldn’t you come report if you’ve arrived? Kuku.” The scarred knight made a slimy smile. “Trying to use a building in the covert without even reporting to Sir Lukence? You’ve lost all sense of fear, haven’t you?” He continued provocatively.
    

    
      “Argh...”
    

    
      At the same time, the soldier continued to jeer as he beat Derval.
    

    
      “Move one more time... and you’ll die...”
    

    
      Something hot blazed within my chest.
    

    
      “Kuku.” The soldier responded with a wicked laugh.
    

    
      
        Pow.
      
    

    
      “Gahh...”
    

    
      Due to the pain from getting hit just now, Derval was protecting his side with his one and only right arm. The soldier smashed Derval’s hand with his steel spear.
    

    
      Flash. My body bounced forward like a spring, and I drew my sword swiftly with the hiss of steel.
    

    
      “B-block it!” shouted the knights, alarmed.
    

    
      Woooosh. The blade was filled with blue light.
    

    
      
        CLA-CLANG! Splurt!
      
    

    
      Cutting down the soldier’s spear, my sword buried itself hilt-deep into the soldier’s waist.
    

    
      “Guh...” A groan flowed from the soldier on the other end of my sword. His filthy smile gone, the soldier’s horrified eyes trembled with pain.
    

    
      “Trash like you guys... don’t need to live...”
    

    
      I whispered quiet words into his ear.
    

    
      Swip! I pulled the sword. An artery must have been severed, because red blood gushed out like a river.
    

    
      “K-kill him!” screamed the evil knight.
    

    
      The soldiers’ spears came whistling towards me.
    

    
      CLA-CLA-CLA-CLA-CLANG. Meeting my aura-imbued blow, the spears were cut like butter.
    

    
      Pa-pa-pow! My sword, drunk on the taste of blood, moved on its own and danced.
    

    
      “Kyaaak!”
    

    
      “Aaah!”
    

    
      The soldiers screamed. As their arms and legs were cut off, they screamed.
    

    
      “Pieces... of... trash...”
    

    
      Up until now, I had avoided excessive violence, much less murder.
    

    
      But these guys, these dirty fuckers, managed to set me off. These people, who messed with the powerless Derval, did not deserve to live. No, even if they did live, they would live no better than trash.
    

    
      I was determined to be their judge today.
    

    
      “DIE!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      The three knights came charging in.
    

    
      I tightened the grip on my sword. I had crossed the Rubicon.
    

    
      The red blood dizzied me, the fishy smell of iron was thick in my nose, and a sticky feeling of rage and bloodthirst oozed all over my body.
    

    
      I bit my lip.
    

    
      Then, I swung my sword with all my might towards the swords of the knights running in.
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      “Arghh...” A gasp of pain escaped from the knight, whose legs were both cut deeply despite his armor.
    

    
      Bang! He simply sank to the ground.
    

    
      “Gah...”
    

    
      “Hah, hah...”
    

    
      He looked at me; eyes filled with horror, pain, and fear.
    

    
      “Derval, let’s go.”
    

    
      “Yes... S-Sir Kyre.”
    

    
      Derval limped along despite having his whole body covered in bruises. 
    

    
      ‘So I should clean up starting from there.’
    

    
      Leader Pavess’ words to survive on my own whirled in my ears, as well his words that while this was a part of the empire, the empire doesn't care what goes on here.
    

    
      A land of anarchy. That description seemed to suit this place very well.
    

    
      ‘Dammit....’
    

    
      My whole body was drenched with blood from the completely unexpected battle. One part of my chest felt all blocked up. The fight had been so vivid that I couldn’t think of it as a dream.
    

    
      I was finally able to experience the cold reality of this continent, the reality of having to raise your sword and fight in order to survive.
    

    
      ‘If you touch me... I will return the favor. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.’
    

    
      I supported Derval and returned to the hangar.
    

    
      The very first day at the Weyn Covert kicked off with a battle of life and death.
    

    
      It occurred to me that this kind of thing would happen frequently from now on.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Crackle.
      
    

    
      After returning to the hangar, a group of people appeared, grabbed the collapsed soldiers and knights, then fled.
    

    
      As night fell, I gathered sticks and made a fire.
    

    
      ‘A glass of alcohol would be nice.’
    

    
      Even if I wasn’t a murderer, the fact that I had sliced over ten people’s bodies with my sword alone was a shock.
    

    
      “I’m so sorry. Once again, because of me...” Derval made an apologetic expression.
    

    
      “Derval... You are my comrade.”
    

    
      “Sir Kyre....”
    

    
      “Haha. But what to do? At this rate, we’ll starve tonight, won’t we?”
    

    
      We had skipped lunch due to wanting to arrive at Weyn Covert as soon as possible, but now it looked like we would be missing dinner, too.
    

    
      “I will go get something.”
    

    
      “It’s fine. You want to hit the bucket for good?”
    

    
      Despite being called a “covert,” this place was almost indistinguishable from the mercenary world.
    

    
      ‘Is the guy named Lukence the big shot here?’
    

    
      One of the knights that fell to my sword had mentioned someone named “Lukence.” His followers had suffered, but up until now, there was no movement from him.
    

    
      
        Thump, thump.
      
    

    
      ‘Have they come to end this?’ I thought, hearing calm footsteps coming our way.
    

    
      Despite being a covert, Weyn Covert didn’t have any magic lamps to speak of. Three figures approached us from within the darkness.
    

    
      ‘Janice?’
    

    
      One of the people approaching was the woman Janice, whom I had met in the daytime.
    

    
      “You’re a fellow with big guts. To think you’re calmly sitting by a fire after punishing Viscount Lukence’s kids like that.” Speaking like a man, Janice's slender body moved to stand in front of me.
    

    
      “Haha. This friend, you’re quite something, to start such a huge mishap on your first day. I really didn’t expect you to make mincemeat of those knights and soldiers of Lukence, who is called the Invisible Lord of Denfors.”
    

    
      “I knew there was something about you, but your skills are pretty good. From what the guys told me, you sent them flying with just one swing each.”
    

    
      The Skyknights next to Janice added some words of their own.
    

    
      “Did you bring that alcohol to share?”
    

    
      “Of course! It’s a small sign of my sincerity towards the hero who made Lukence unable to sleep well tonight.”
    

    
      “We’ve got snacks here, too.”
    

    
      “You’re the first likable fellow to have arrived in a while, so we had to come and welcome you.”
    

    
      Janice was holding a bottle of alcohol that was longer than a regular bottle. She spoke eloquently  as she plopped down next to me. The male comrades next to her also hurried to sit down.
    

    
      “This alpoju—also called the Sun’s Tears—goes hand in hand with oily roast kelo.” 
    

    
      Food was piled up on a large leaf.
    

    
      ‘Isn’t that eel?’
    

    
      On the leaf was a roasted fish that looked just like saltwater eel, glistening with oil.
    

    
      
        Pop~!
      
    

    
      “Alrighty! Today’s hero, drink up.”
    

    
      Janice pulled out the cork and passed over the bottle. My mood was in the shitter, so I took the bottle without hesitation.
    

    
      ‘It’s subtle.’
    

    
      This alcohol had a grandiose name of “Sun’s Tears.” The smell, at least, wasn’t that strong.
    

    
      “Over here, we determine how much of a man you are from how much Sun’s Tears you can drink in one go.”
    

    
      ‘Heh, looking down on me.’
    

    
      I was someone who had frequently snuck sips of the liquor in my father’s cabinet, but these knights looked down on me and said something that hurt my pride.
    

    
      I raised the bottle. And then, I opened my mouth wide and poured in the alcohol.
    

    
      
        FWOOOOOOOOOOOOOSHHHH.
      
    

    
      The moment the alcohol hit, my mouth lost all sensation. I could only feel the drops of alcohol going down my throat.
    

    
      Even as I held the bottle, tears came dripping out of my eyes.
    

    
      “GAAAHH!”
    

    
      I wasn’t even a dragon, but it felt like flames were spewing out of my mouth. The spot where the alcohol had gone down was burning as if I had swallowed lava.
    

    
      ‘MOMMYYYY!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!’
    

    
      “PUHAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      “Oh, oh my god, my stomach. Kuhahahahaha!”
    

    
      Completely insensitive to my pain, which felt like I’d swallowed magma, the Skyknights clutched their bellies and roared with laughter.
    

    
      “W-WAAAATEEER!”
    

    
      I tore the bottle from my mouth and desperately looked for water.
    

    
      “Eat this. Roast kelo will soothe the heat.” Janice passed over a piece of the fish.
    

    
      I immediately shoved it into my mouth and chewed.
    

    
      ‘Eh? WTF?’
    

    
      Surprisingly, as soon as the roast kelo went into my mouth, the flaming heat completely vanished.
    

    
      ‘These fuckers. They planned to mess with me from the beginning.’
    

    
      I was also at fault for falling for their words, but these two set me up even though they knew how intense this alcohol was.
    

    
      ‘Horsehead, and Humpty Dumpty! I’ll remember you two.’
    

    
      Sometimes my heart was generous, but at times like this, it was incredibly petty. I stored the two guys’ faces deep into my memory as people I had to get back at.
    

    
      
        Glug glug.
      
    

    
      ‘Oi oi oi? I drank from that just now...’
    

    
      Having taken the bottle from me, Janice's throat moved as she glugged down the incredibly potent alpoju.
    

    
      ‘I-Indirect kiss!!’
    

    
      My saliva was still on that bottle! Janice put it to her mouth without a care and vigorously drank up.
    

    
      “Kyaa....”
    

    
      Pulling back, Janice's brows furrowed a bit. She enjoyed the potency without even eating any roast kelo.
    

    
      “So what will you do now?” asked Janice, looking straight into my eyes.
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Huhu... You’ve messed with Viscount Lukence, so it’ll be awfully hard to sleep from now on.”
    

    
      “Doesn’t matter... Because I’ll trample down everyone who comes.”
    

    
      “On your own?” queried Janice, her eyes wide at my brazen response.
    

    
      “I’ve always liked playing alone.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Huhu. I’ll be watching to see just how long you can live with that confidence. And... if it’s difficult, just tell me. If you become my underling, I’ll protect you.”
    

    
      ‘Was that her goal?’
    

    
      I didn’t know how things were here. Some kind of heavy feeling passed through my thoughts.
    

    
      “That aside, let me ask a question. How come this viscount named Lukence is persecuting a baronet Skyknight like me in Bajran Empire territory without any fear?”
    

    
      “Baronet? Kuku, you’re making me laugh. You think someone without any strength can discuss titles here? You don’t even know this? That here, on the Nerman Plains, a monster hunter is acknowledged more than a powerless noble title?” Horsehead turned me into a laughing stock  in mere moments.
    

    
      “Titles are important here. Because you can formally gather soldiers under your command. But if a noble without money or power continues going around like they’re the top dog, they’ll disappear without a trace. It’s not uncommon for them to turn into monster food or fish food the next day,” added Humpty Dumpty next to Horsehead.
    

    
      ‘It’s a lawless land.’
    

    
      A knife fight had ensued in broad daylight in the covert.
    

    
      There was nothing more for me to say. 
    

    
      Here, only those with power could live with pride.
    

    
      “Lukence is a noble of the viscount rank who has twelve Skyknights under him. And he’s a very greedy thief who wants to swallow these Nerman Plains whole... An utterly dirty bastard who has sold his soul to the demons... He will definitely kill you.”
    

    
      Sipping the alcohol, Janice uttered some cold words. I could feel deep rage and anger within her words. It was intense enough to make the hair on my back stand up.
    

    
      ‘Huhu... What a fun place. Very fun...’
    

    
      I didn’t know the details yet, but the Nerman Plains was getting more and more interesting. 
    

    
      I raised my head and looked into the sky. The big, bright moon was surrounded by countless stars.
    

    
      Tonight as well, that sky was stupidly bright. Completely untouched by the dirty greed and pain in the ass worries of humans, the sky alone shone with beauty.
    

    
      As I looked up at it, I felt a cold joy....
    

    
      

    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      The sword formed in my mind became a shadow and sharply cut the air.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiing.
      
    

    
      I was practicing the shadow sword art demonstrated by Count Petrin. Perhaps because of the limitations of my mana, I couldn’t form five shadows like I wanted, but three. The three shadow swords danced in accordance with my will.
    

    
      ‘Any more than this is impossible!’
    

    
      This was the technique that had even defeated the Crown Prince’s Guard Knight, but I wasn’t satisfied. My skills were only so-so, but my enemies were unlimited.
    

    
      “Wind Boom!”
    

    
      
        Babababam.
      
    

    
      I cast a 4th Circle wind spell that had a short activation delay. The power of the compressed wind dealt a hefty blow to my imaginary enemy.
    

    
      ‘Finish it!’
    

    
      
        Fwiiiiissshhhh.
      
    

    
      My sword followed on the heels of Wind Boom and cut through space.
    

    
      Swish. The enemy in my imagination broke into pieces.
    

    
      “Phew...”
    

    
      I had been training for two hours inside of the worn-down hangar right next to the hangar where Bebeto and Derval were resting. Taking a break, I drew in a long breath.
    

    
      ‘I’ve memorized and done imaginary duels every day without rest, but my skills haven’t grown.’
    

    
      Because of the Skyknight training and the gazes of others, there weren’t many chances to physically take my sword and train. But I had closed my eyes and carried out countless imaginary battles. It was also due to the fruits of this training that I was able to save my life as well as Bebeto’s when I had competed against the Crown Prince with our honor on the line.
    

    
      However, I could not break the wall of enlightenment with imaginary battles alone.
    

    
      ‘Will my sword skills only rise if I break the circle wall?’
    

    
      Breaking the circle wall and ascending to the next level had also come with a boost in my aura quantity and my understanding of the sword. Surprisingly, magic and sword skills didn’t increase separately, but together.
    

    
      ‘Lukence...’
    

    
      As we drank the alcohol Janice had brought, we shared stories until the fire ran out. There, I came to learn about Lukence, who was called the Invisible Ruler of the Nerman Plains.
    

    
      Many years ago, the Nerman Plains were just like other territories of the empire; actually, it was even more important. Not only did the territory share a border with the belligerent Laviter Empire, with just one mountain range in between, but it was also the empire’s only access to the sea. Therefore, it received the Imperial Family’s full backing.
    

    
      However, after years of continuous attacks from monsters and pirates, the southward migration of the Temir tribes, and skirmishes with the Laviter Empire, the territory’s will to defend disappeared.
    

    
      A decisive factor was that the rugged Rual Mountains made it difficult to transport reinforcements and supplies. As time went on like that and thousands of dispatched soldiers perished every year, the Imperial Family and the nobles lost their will to protect the territory. Even though the Nerman Plains was a large territory almost the size of a duchy, the nobles assigned to it would run away after just one or two months of suffering, so now, it didn’t have a single hereditary lord left. 
    

    
      ‘He was a normal Skyknight serving the Imperial Family before.’
    

    
      Around 15 years ago, Viscount Lukence, a Skyknight within the imperial military, volunteered to come here. Taking advantage of the Imperial Family and nobles’ indifference, he rallied Skyknights and built his influence in these Nerman Plains. In particular, Lukence’s power exceeded the level of the Commander-in-Chief, a count, when the empire stopped giving general support for Skyknights 10 years ago and the number of the imperial troops had dwindled to several tens of thousands.
    

    
      It was impossible even for tens of thousands of military troops to block the monsters coming in from all directions, the pirates who even had wyverns, and the southward migration of the Temir tribes. For that, the strength of Skyknights with wyverns was necessary. Before long, Lukence had the Commander-in-Chief dancing in his palm.
    

    
      As a result, every time a Skyknight sortied for a request for assistance from the military troops, they would receive a certain amount of money and do the work like a mercenary.
    

    
      ‘So this is what they meant by surviving on your own.’
    

    
      The way you were supposed to survive in the Nerman Plains was as simple as I guessed. The one and only gift from the empire to me was my noble peerage. What I had to do was to use that peerage to nurture soldiers, protect myself with my own power, and increase my influence. 
    

    
      From what I heard, the empire would soon give up on the Nerman Plains. 
    

    
      The taxes couldn’t even cover the wages of the remaining soldiers and the enemies appeared without end. The Emperor and high-ranking nobles had apparently decided that it would be better to use the Rual Mountains instead of the Nerman Plains as a shield to maintain the current empire’s territory.
    

    
      ‘There are lots of various rare monsters and magic ingredients, so many magic towers and merchant groups are here. At the same time, it’s a lawless land where one’s life can’t be guaranteed... You could film a western here, seriously.’
    

    
      This place reminded me of a western called ‘A Fistful of Dollars,’ a film where a man fought gangs with a single pistol. It was no longer just a film, but my current reality.
    

    
      ‘But what beef does Janice have with Lukence, to want to kill him that badly? If I were her, I would just cooperate nicely and live a comfortable life.’
    

    
      Janice held an intense grudge against Viscount Lukence. Fortunately for me, she had promised to temporarily lend me a handful of her soldiers from tomorrow onwards. She wasn’t quite as strong as Viscount Lukence, but she definitely possessed quite a lot of her own power.
    

    
      ‘Starting from tomorrow, I should gather information. And find out about work we can do...’
    

    
      I was someone who was chased out of the empire. The duty of a knight could kiss my ass—that could wait until after I secured my survival.
    

    
      ‘What a shame. If Weyn Covert’s facilities were expanded, it could house thousands of its own soldiers.’
    

    
      Before landing, I had seen that Weyn Covert was actually quite large. It had a separate area for regular residences, and though the outer walls weren’t as good as the castle walls, they were still rather stable.
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      After drinking until late into the night, I had shaken off my sleepiness and applied myself to training.
    

    
      Gathering my scattered thoughts, I opened the door of the empty hangar and went out. The moment I did so, I saw a single ray of dawnbreak. Starting from the east, the sun slowly began to greet the world, displaying its intense power after cowering all night long. A shimmering light began to silently edge its way into the black sky illuminated by pale starlight.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      And then, the sun appeared with radiant dignity, like a triumphant general appearing with an escort of soldiers several thousand strong.
    

    
      My breath caught in my throat as I gazed upon the glorious sunlight.
    

    
      My first morning on the Nerman Plains.
    

    
      As I watched the rising sun, I released my bated breath and took in a lungful of air, filling my chest with fresh oxygen and hopeful dreams... 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘What a mess...’
    

    
      Not long after the sun rose, the 20 or so soldiers Janice had promised came to the hangar.
    

    
      They were equipped with halfmail, spears, swords, and shields. There was even a commanding knight.
    

    
      Actually, there wasn’t anything for them to guard, but the problem was Derval. It would be problematic for him to go hunting with Bebeto and me, and there were several parts of the hangar that needed repairing, too. So I left that to Derval and went on an early flight with Bebeto. I wanted to at least scout the area around Denfors and take care of Bebeto’s meal.
    

    
      ‘The villages near the beach have been almost burned to the ground....’
    

    
      Flying past the old but fairly large port that was part of Denfors, we moved south along the shore. Near the city, there were still quite a few houses, and I could even see a few people. However, after flying Bebeto for less than 30 minutes, my brows furrowed. After a certain point, all I could see were ruined villages, castles, and forts. I didn’t see swarms of monsters, but there were only a few villages left along the shore.
    

    
      ‘To think that there’s not even 200,000 people on such a huge piece of land....’
    

    
      At one point, because of a forced immigration policy, there had been over 1 million residents here. But because they were either killed by continued enemy harassment or they fled, there were maybe 200,000 people at best.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      ‘A pack of orcs.’
    

    
      Not just animals, but monsters were also an important source of food for wyverns. I saw a group of orcs wielding crude blades and spears crossing the plains. The hungry Bebeto must have lost his wits upon seeing them, because he showed his happiness with a roar.
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      While I was looking at Bebeto, who clearly wanted to shove a few orcs down his gullet, something caught my eye.
    

    
      ‘I-Isn’t that a village?’
    

    
      It was a village, quite a distance apart from the last populated village I had seen. The village, which was protected by rather thick ramparts, was made up of around a hundred houses.
    

    
      But the problem was...
    

    
      ‘Those guys are in a damn hurry to swallow each and every one of those people whole!’
    

    
      Hundreds of what appeared to be the villagers were holding weapons and glued to the ramparts, ramparts that various kinds of monsters, including orcs, were charging in from all directions to break. Well over 1,000 monsters were attacking the village as a swarm. 
    

    
      “Bebeto! Let’s go!”
    

    
      Monsters that looked like big ogres were smashing the ramparts with their fists. The villagers were doing their best to shoot arrows and jab their spears, but from what I could see, it wasn’t enough. What they needed now was overwhelming strength that could repulse the monsters. It was one thing if I hadn’t seen them, but I couldn’t just fly past.
    

    
      ‘Ogres! You’re dead!’
    

    
      Fighting was one thing, but yesterday, Janice had shown me the monster auction.
    

    
      
        Ka-ching!
      
    

    
      I immediately began calculating the five ogres attacking the ramparts into gold coins.
    

    
      ‘Your lives end to~day! Repeat after me, I’m dead meat!’
    

    
      
        GUUAAAAAAAAAAAAA!
      
    

    
      
        Swooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Understanding my intent, Bebeto plunged like a hawk chasing a rabbit. The sound of his cry and the roaring wind rang in my helmet.
    

    
      Thousands of gazes turned to look at me and Bebeto as we suddenly appeared. The defending humans and the attacking monsters all stopped what they were doing.
    

    
      ‘Uhahahahaha! Kyre, King of the Skies, is coming! Make waaay!’
    

    
      This was a feeling only the powerful could enjoy.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The Blessed Spear I had grabbed with my right hand—before I even realized it—began to glow with a blue light.
    

    
      This was the moment the new ruler of the Nerman Plains, Baronet Kyre de Adaron, made his dazzling entrance.
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      “Hah!” My vigorous shout reverberated out. 
    

    
      
        Schwwwwiinnnng.
      
    

    
      A ray of light cut through the air without mercy.
    

    
      
        Ba-bam!
      
    

    
      The ogre’s huge head was blasted into pieces.
    

    
      
        Squeaaaaaaaall! Kwaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      The sudden horror made the monsters scream.
    

    
      ‘Oh man! My money!!!’
    

    
      In the excitement of the moment, I had filled the Blessed Spear up with lots of mana. Only after the ogre’s sellable head exploded did I come to my senses. 
    

    
      ‘Let me kill you nice and pretty with the fewest possible injuries~’
    

    
      
        Kwaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      The ogres went mad seeing their comrade die.
    

    
      
        Schwiing!
      
    

    
      The ogres threw the spears they seized from the orcs as well as the clubs they had in hand. Wyverns were invincible in the sky, but on land, ogres were big predators.
    

    
      
        Swoooooosh.
      
    

    
      Bebeto dodged the miscellaneous things the ogres threw, Bebeto then narrowly flew past the orcs’ heads.
    

    
      
        Squeal! Squeal squeal squeal squeal!
      
    

    
      The orcs went crazy, squealing unintelligibly. 
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip.
      
    

    
      ‘Oh dear, just look at ‘em. They’ve lost all fear, haven’t they?’
    

    
      The orc archers started shooting their bows.
    

    
      
        GUUAAAAAAAAAAA!
      
    

    
      Bebeto roared in anger at the orcs’ impudence. Freely showing off his nasty(?) temperament, he let out an immense roar that shook the earth.
    

    
      
        CRUNCH!
      
    

    
      Descending once again, he grabbed two orcs with his claws of steel and crushed them.
    

    
      
        BAM!
      
    

    
      Bebeto threw down the mangled orcs.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, a go-getter should do this much at least!’
    

    
      Click. I unclasped my safety ring.
    

    
      ‘You’re all dead!’
    

    
      These orcs had gotten up on the wrong side of the bed today. Today was the day they would cross the River Styx into the gates of hell.
    

    
      Distance to Earth: just 10 meters. I simply kicked off of Bebeto. I was no uncle of Superman or friend of Spider-Man, but I had a skill that rivaled superheroes.
    

    
      And that skill was—
    

    
      “Spiral Tornado!”
    

    
      Spiral Tornado, the strongest of the 5th Circle wind offensive spells!
    

    
      Brrrrr! My mana core rang with a heavy vibration.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      And then, a clear blue mana tornado burst out. Merging within moments with the mana in the atmosphere, the spell turned into a rotating maw of wind that rushed to earth.
    

    
      
        Wooooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      It was a wind tornado formed from hundreds of blades. 
    

    
      
        WOOOOOOOOOOOSH!
      
    

    
      After exploding onto the ground underneath me as I fell, the tornado spun out like a concentric wave of wind in all directions.
    

    
      
        SQUEEAAAAAAAAAL! SQUEAAAL!
      
    

    
      
        Splat! Splat!
      
    

    
      
        Splaaaatttteeer.
      
    

    
      Gruesome death cries from the pig-headed orcs rang out as their bodies were nicely minced up within the tornado of wind and scattered like rain all over the place.
    

    
      ‘Wow!’
    

    
      Monsters were different from humans. These cursed creatures, which only housed blood, slaughter, and hunger within their heads, sprayed out blue blood as they were torn to pieces.
    

    
      ‘A radius of 20 meters has been completely fucked.’
    

    
      It was a 5th Circle spell, but it was boosted to almost 6th Circle level due to my powerful mana. There was complete annihilation within 20 meters, and even beyond that, dozens of orcs with their limbs severed by the remaining force were collapsed on the ground.
    

    
      ‘Eh? Look at those bastards!’
    

    
      
        Stomp stomp stomp!
      
    

    
      One stupidly gutsy ogre came charging in, the earth shaking as it ran.
    

    
      
        KWAAAAA!
      
    

    
      Baring its enormous teeth like King Kong, the ogre came running at me with an orc in each hand.
    

    
      
        FWIP! FWIP!
      
    

    
      After running until there were 10 meters between us, it hurled the two orcs in its hands.
    

    
      
        BAM! BAM!
      
    

    
      I didn’t move, but the two orcs flew past me and were turned into paste.
    

    
      I pushed off from the ground, with the hiss of steel echoing out as I drew my sword.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Using mana-charged steps, I cut through 10 meters within moments and appeared in front of the surprised ogre’s red eyes.
    

    
      
        Plunge!
      
    

    
      My sword, imbued with a blue aura, embedded itself into the ogre’s neck. The sword arced, whistling with its speed.
    

    
      
        Swish!
      
    

    
      
        SPUUUUUURT!
      
    

    
      The orc was killed by piercing it with my sword and then swinging in an arc. Even though there were quite a few movements, only a few seconds elapsed. Blood spewed out of the ogre like a fountain; I must have hit an artery.
    

    
      Thuump. Like a tree felled by a woodcutter, the ogre fell face-first onto the ground.
    

    
      ‘Woohoo! 500 Gold, gib!’
    

    
      The fact that I earned money made me happier than killing an ogre. Just like there were people who only earned a few dollars per day, there were those who earned several million per day. I wanted to be one of the latter, not the former. And I had more than enough ability to make it happen.
    

    
      ‘Eh? Where are those guys going?’
    

    
      After one got annihilated by my Blessed Spear and another was cleanly butchered by my sword, I saw the remaining three ogres turning to flee.
    

    
      “HEY! Stop right there!! I haven’t fulfilled my quota for todaaaay!!!”
    

    
      
        Sto-stomp, sto-stomp!
      
    

    
      The 3-4 meter tall ogres fled, their “you-know-whats” flopping noisily as they began to run for real towards a forest far away. They were already about 100 meters away.
    

    
      I grabbed one of the orcs’ old spears on the ground.
    

    
      
        Fwip!
      
    

    
      
        Bang!
      
    

    
      The spear cut through space faster than an arrow and lodged itself deeply into an ogre’s back.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      
        SQUEAAAAAAL!
      
    

    
      
        Flop, flop.
      
    

    
      On top of that, Bebeto was playing with the orcs like a cat hunting a mouse. Dozens of orcs had already fallen victim to Bebeto’s claws, lamenting their lack of wings.
    

    
      SQUEAL SQUEAL! GUOOOO!
    

    
      The orcs screamed unintelligibly amongst each other.
    

    
      
        Ruuumble.
      
    

    
      They suddenly turned tail and scattered into all directions.
    

    
      ‘Wut? Is it over?’
    

    
      Though they were known as a vengeful race, these orcs, which possessed the nickname of ‘battle crazed monsters,’ were busy fleeing for their lives.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      Chasing the fleeing orcs, Bebeto was completely absorbed in the joy of the hunt. 
    

    
      “UWAAAAAAAH!’
    

    
      “The orcs are running away!”
    

    
      “Chase them! Catch those orcs!!!!!!”
    

    
      ‘What? What did that guy just say?’
    

    
      After a cheer rang out, I heard some ridiculous words.
    

    
      
        Creaaak.
      
    

    
      People began to pour out as the door of the ramparts opened.
    

    
      However, the orcs had already run far away.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Thus, the people quietly surrounded me instead. I suddenly felt like a monkey in a zoo.
    

    
      ‘Mercenaries? No, they seem to be villagers....’
    

    
      The men all had spears, and some had shields and swords. They were armed enough for me to think they were mercenaries.
    

    
      “Greetings to the honorable esteemed Skyknight.”
    

    
      An old man appeared among the people who were showing embarrassment and fear instead of respect or gratitude toward the person who had saved them from a crisis. The old man bowed deeply.
    

    
      “For saving our Santalo Village like this, I wish to represent the villagers as the chief in giving you our thanks.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      I couldn’t respond to the chief’s words. An elder ripe in his years was bowing his head to me, but my current rank was that of a noble. I couldn’t do anything and simply looked at the chief and the people.
    

    
      “I wish to show our sincerest and utmost gratitude towards you for saving our village even though we have not paid the protection fee for several months.”
    

    
      Whether I spoke or not, the chief of Santalo Village mentioned a ‘protection fee’ as he made an apologetic expression.
    

    
      ‘Protection fee? What the heck is that?’
    

    
      “Um... It is a trivial amount, but this is the money we gathered after hunting monsters and animals for several months. It is far too insufficient to cover the protection fee, but... please accept it. Once things settle down here, we will pay everything, including the delayed protection fee.”
    

    
      Looking furtively at me, the chief carefully drew a leather pouch from his pocket. It looked to be barely 100 Gold.
    

    
      “I don’t need a protection fee. I simply...” I began to say. I wasn’t some kind of neighborhood hoodlum extorting snot-covered money from little kids.
    

    
      “That won’t do. We cannot give you any more female children. We would... we would rather all die together at the monsters’ hands than to send any more of our girls to become slaves.”
    

    
      Without even hearing the end of my sentence, the chief’s face went pale as he showed his desperate will to resist.
    

    
      ‘Female children? Slaves? What the fuck is going on?’
    

    
      It wasn’t just the chief, but the men surrounding me—their faces were burning with rage and hostility.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      “Gasp...”
    

    
      However, the villagers went stiff with fear at the sight of Bebeto flying over with an orc in his mouth.
    

    
      “Will you give me some bread?”
    

    
      ‘Looks like I need to find out what’s going on.’
    

    
      I could tell there was a story behind the chief’s words in regards to the protection fee and female children.
    

    
      “B-Bread?” sputtered the chief.
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      “Let us go inside.” The chief seemed to look for sincerity in my eyes before nodding. “Jerro, quickly go and tell everyone. To prepare food because a rare guest has come.”
    

    
      “Understood, Chief!” At the chief’s order, a young man named Jerro ran into the ramparts like there was a fire lit under his butt.
    

    
      ‘But why is everyone like this? Like people who haven’t even had grass to eat?’
    

    
      Upon closer inspection, the faces of every villager were gaunt.
    

    
      “It is an honor for our humble village to receive you, esteemed Skyknight.”
    

    
      The chief was giving me the highest regard, almost as if facing a king.
    

    
      However, a few young men were busy stabbing me with their gazes, their animosity almost palpable.
    

    
      “Bebeto! Go and take care of your meal on your own!”
    

    
      I loudly relayed an order to Bebeto, who was flying above my head in case of danger.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Catching my drift, his lengthy wings spread wide and he swiveled in the air.
    

    
      ‘But will they even have any bread?’
    

    
      Santalo Village had the same smell of poverty as Luna Village. Taking relaxed, leisurely steps, I entered the village.
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Oh! Looks tasty?’
    

    
      The village buildings, numbering about a hundred, were roofed with various grasses that looked like sticks and reeds. When I entered the chief’s house in the middle, steaming white bread appeared shortly afterwards. It was even accompanied by flowing brown honey that gleamed in the light.
    

    
      “It isn’t much, but please eat as much as you wish.”
    

    
      
        Glug glug.
      
    

    
      The chief, who I found out was named Ivant, poured some kind of freshly squeezed milk into a wooden cup.
    

    
      “Thanks for the meal.”
    

    
      Though I was a noble, I couldn’t be rude to this white-haired old chief, so I gave light thanks as I slightly dipped the bread into the honey and tore off a bite.
    

    
      ‘Hooh!’
    

    
      The fluffy and soft bread along with the dipped honey—it tasted killer.
    

    
      “It’s delicious.”
    

    
      “It is a relief that it suits your palate, sir.”
    

    
      The chief, who had been surreptitiously studying my expression, smiled brightly at my words. He was facing a noble. He was well aware that his life could be forfeit if he just looked at me wrong.
    

    
      “Chief Ivant, what is this protection fee you mentioned?”
    

    
      “T-The protection fee?”
    

    
      “Indeed. Why do you pay a protection fee to Skyknights? From what I heard, residents here do not have a lord, so they don’t even pay taxes.”
    

    
      “Um... Sir Knight, is this perhaps your first time here?” asked the chief carefully.
    

    
      “Indeed. I began my new post here yesterday.”
    

    
      “Phew, so that’s how it was. Then I will answer your question, sir. In the past, there wasn’t just our village here, but quite a few other villages in the area. But because the monsters could not be subjugated, the number of monsters steadily increased, and as they increased, the number of villagers decreased. However, those of us with nowhere to go but here put our lives on the line and guarded our land and hunting grounds. In fact, we were able to maintain our lives because we could receive about 1 Gold from the orc hides alone. But... sometimes strong monsters like ogres or trolls would appear, and...”
    

    
      I ate the soft bread while listening to the chief’s extremely long explanation. It was supposed to be about the protection fee, but somehow the subject turned into a rambling complaint about their lives and how these Nerman Plains had been truly wonderful to live in, in days long past. Before I knew it, the bread was all gone, but the garrulous chief’s words went on and on. His explanation made me think he simply wished that a new lord would come and chase off all the monsters, allowing them to live like farmers and hunters like before.
    

    
      ‘They say living simply is the hardest thing to do...’
    

    
      It was the same in 21st century Korea. The dearest wish of penniless and powerless residents was to avoid debt while having a house where they could raise their kids and have a decent job.
    

    
      And also, they wished to live in a place defined by laws and rules, a place where they could breathe easy.
    

    
      Kallian Continent or Earth, there wasn’t much difference. The only thing was that this continent was more of a mess.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Um... Sir Knight, it is insignificant, but please take this at least....”
    

    
      After listening to the chief talk for almost two hours, I left the village and called Bebeto down to a clearing in front of the village, his belly full and bulging with orc meat. It was then that the chief pushed a pouch towards me with trembling hands.
    

    
      “Haha. It is alright. Eating the delicious bread was enough.”
    

    
      The villagers had looked at me with hostility at first, but after seeing me going back after just eating some bread, their faces had become much looser.
    

    
      ‘You rotten shitheads! Under the pretext of a ‘protection fee,’ you rip them off every month for a few flights around?’
    

    
      Because of the constantly increasing monster numbers, the poor villagers could not even farm or fish. That bastard, Viscount Lukence, ripped off a protection fee from these people, who were barely eking out a living by hunting orcs. Only by paying the protection fee would Skyknights patrol once or twice per day and hunt the bigger monsters, like ogres.
    

    
      ‘Jeez, you can already earn a ton just by catching ogres or trolls, but you’re stealing pennies from the poor as if there’s nothing more to take?’
    

    
      The Santalo villagers were wearing rags and their bodies lacked all fat. Fuck a protection fee, they looked like they should be getting relief money instead.
    

    
      “But what should be done with the ogre and orc hides?”
    

    
      As soon as the chief said that, every villager’s eyes began to gleam. These days, even the orcs were appearing in swarms, so they couldn’t even hunt and earn any money. Apparently, merchants came to buy hides from them once every month. 
    

    
      “My wyvern is full, so I don’t think I can take them with me. Do as you please with them.”
    

    
      “A-Are you sure?!”
    

    
      “Thank you!! Thank you!!”
    

    
      “It’s nothing much...” Chief Ivant was shocked and the emotional words poured out of the watching villagers’ mouths. “I will come patrol whenever I have time, so be aware of that. Then, goodbye...”
    

    
      I lightly dipped my head and jumped onto Bebeto.
    

    
      “Sir Knight! Before you go, please at least tell us your name!”
    

    
      “Ohh! May the grace of Semire, Goddess of Blessings, be upon you!” 
    

    
      The villagers rejoiced over a few monsters. They either drew crosses or bowed deeply as they expressed their endless gratitude.
    

    
      ‘Feels quite good...’
    

    
      It was nothing for me, but for these simple folks, it was a battle to the death with monsters. A single bread that warmed my heart was more than enough payment for today.
    

    
      “Bebeto! Let’s go!”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooo!
      
    

    
      His belly filled to the brim with orcs, Bebeto let out a roar. Then, with powerful beats of his wings, he jumped off the ground.
    

    
      
        Swooooooosh.
      
    

    
      With just a few wingbeats, he ascended into the air.
    

    
      I turned the reins. Because Chief Ivant had told me there wouldn’t be any more villages even if we went further in, I wanted to return to Weyn Covert.
    

    
      
        Fluuuutttteeerrrr.
      
    

    
      As we flew high into the air, a warm wind rushing in from the sea hit my armor and made my crimson cloak flap.
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH~!!!!”
    

    
      The endless horizon before me, I faced the vast ocean and let out a powerful shout.
    

    
      The future ahead of me was unpredictable, but right now, my mood was extremely good.
    

    
      Gulping the wind of the sky, I screamed my head off.
    

    
      Child of the Wind, Kyre...
    

    
      ...Is flying with all his might in the sky right now!
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 42: Dammit...
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘In the end, it’s not even a small city. Sigh...’
    

    
      Thanks to Bebeto, whose full belly had improved his mood, we arrived early in the skies of Denfors. Seeing the enormous castle that showed just how much expectation the Bajran Empire had placed here in the past, I couldn’t help but let out a sigh. If there had just been an excellent leader, this place wouldn’t have been reduced to such a state. Countless thoughts tangled within my mind.
    

    
      
        Swoooosh.
      
    

    
      While I was lost in thought, Bebeto slowly landed in front of the Weyn Covert hangar that had become his home. He wasn’t even Lassie, but he found his way home well.
    

    
      
        [TN: Lassie, the famous rough collie from Lassie Come Home. A very loyal fictional dog.]
      
    

    
      ‘Hooh, it’s been nicely cleaned up huh?’
    

    
      Besides the soldiers standing on strict guard around the hangar, there were around ten other people who looked like workers fixing up the hangar or cleaning the area around it.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre! Bebeto!”
    

    
      Derval greeted Bebeto and I with a bright smile.
    

    
      “Derval, nothing happened?”
    

    
      “As you can see, sir, besides this, nothing happened,” Derval grinned, pointing to the surroundings.
    

    
      ‘For enlisted men, their discipline is pretty good, huh?’
    

    
      In the morning, I hadn’t been in the right state of mind, so I hadn’t taken a close look at Janice's men. Even after seeing Bebeto and I, they were keeping strict watch without a hair out of place.
    

    
      “But it seems you will have to accompany me outside for a moment, sir.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      As I jumped off Bebeto, Derval told me we had to go back out.
    

    
      “We need to acquire goods necessary for daily life here, and I believe we should recruit some mercenaries who can guard us for the time being.”
    

    
      “That so? I guess you’re right.”
    

    
      One couldn’t entrust their home to the neighbor’s dogs. I nodded my head at Derval’s words. I wanted to sightsee in the city, anyway.
    

    
      “Then, let us depart at once. I have already prepared the horses.”
    

    
      ‘Horses already?’
    

    
      Derval’s preparation mentality was always so outstanding. He brought out two horses from within the hangar.
    

    
      
        Guooo....
      
    

    
      As soon as the horses appeared, Bebeto’s eyes sparkled. He must be remembering the taste of the horse meat he’d gotten at Kirphone Covert, because his golden eyes were gleaming brightly.
    

    
      “N~o!!”
    

    
      ‘You brat! Leaving the free meat all over the place and wanting the expensive stuff instead!’
    

    
      Just a few wingbeats from here, there were free-range organic(?) orcs playing around. Since that was the case, I had absolutely no desire to offer Bebeto horsemeat just to satisfy his palate. It wasn’t because I was stingy or narrow-minded, okay?
    

    
      “I leave things to you, Sir Chase.”
    

    
      “Haha. Please don’t worry and have a good trip.”
    

    
      Derval made a quick bow to the knight in command of the soldiers. Seeing him do so gave me a good feeling. He didn’t cling to a useless thing like pride. He was reliable and trustworthy.
    

    
      “Bebeto, keep an eye on the house for us!”
    

    
      Guoo. Responding with his own wyvern language, Bebeto nodded. His cuteness didn’t suit his size.
    

    
      “Hiya!”
    

    
      
        Neeeeeigh!
      
    

    
      The horse saddle was worlds different from Bebeto’s back. It felt just like going from a Hyundai Equus to a Daewoo Tico.
    

    
      
        [TN: Equus is a higher end, streamlined sedan, Tico is a bulky, boxy car.]
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        * * *
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Please, just give me 1 Copper... my siblings at home are crying from hunger...”
    

    
      “Sir, please give me work, any work! If you give me anything to eat, I will work with my life on the line!”
    

    
      “Watch what you grab with those filthy hands!”
    

    
      
        Pow!
      
    

    
      “Aagh!”
    

    
      After leaving the covert, I saw an almost destroyed road and broken buildings, as well as the scenery of the ravaged city.
    

    
      ‘It’s really this bad?’
    

    
      The season was changing from spring to summer, so it wasn’t that cold, but there were groups of kids begging on the streets with bare feet, feet that had probably been bare throughout the winter as well.
    

    
      Mercenaries were resorting to violence without hesitation as if annoyed by the kids as they desperately latched on.
    

    
      “At one point, there was a gold rush in the Nerman Plains. It was a place with sea access connecting it to other continents, vast and fertile land, and mines getting discovered here and there. The empire actively started an immigration policy to send everyone and their mother to Nerman. But the invasion of the monsters, enemy countries, and pirates have turned the land into what it is now,” said Derval, his voice thick with regret.
    

    
      “I-It’s a Skyknight!”
    

    
      “Uwaaah!”
    

    
      “RUN!!”
    

    
      The kids begging or gathered in the alleys screamed after seeing me and fled. Not just them, but the mercenaries and regular civilians also rapidly ducked their heads or hid in the alleys with hurried steps.
    

    
      ‘The buildings are old and the people are hungry, and their hearts are filled with fear.’
    

    
      Seeing Denfors up close was completely different from seeing it from above. My feelings became complicated. This city was poorer and dirtier than any city I’d seen so far.
    

    
      “It looks like the commercial street is over there. I heard that because of all the monsters in the area, there are quite a few monster hunting mercenaries, magic towers acquiring magic ingredients, and specialty merchants there.”
    

    
      Thanks to everyone scattering at the sight of me, the street had become desolate. Only the buildings, still looking clean on the outside, were left.
    

    
      “I saw from going around, but it seems there isn’t any farming except in the vicinity of the city; how does the city get its food?”
    

    
      “It seems that merchants come and go through the Havis Kingdom. Because of the Kesmire Islands’ pirates, ocean travel has likely been blocked for quite a long time.”
    

    
      ‘It’s more of a mess than I thought.’
    

    
      Piles of trash and filth were lying around everywhere, as if there weren’t any people maintaining the city. It made me think that this was a haven for rats and cockroaches, not people.
    

    
      “If the monsters could just be blocked, there would be no place on the continent with conditions as good as here. It would have been fine if the empire had put in a little more strength, but just as the empire was preparing to focus their forces here, the allied Kovilan Kingdom was attacked by the Temir and pirates, so the strength was diverted. It is truly a shame.”
    

    
      Derval sighed in regret as he gave his evaluation.
    

    
      ‘If I became the lord here...’ A conjecture suddenly appeared in my heart. ‘...I would probably have to pour in money by the millions, right?’
    

    
      But I was no rich megamillionaire, and with what power could I possibly take care of almost hundreds of thousands of monsters on my own? Moreover, the Nerman Plains looked like a broken jar. Even if you poured in water, it would simply drain right back out.
    

    
      “This looks to be the Mercenary Guild.”
    

    
      I realized with Derval’s words that we had arrived at the commercial street. Worn-down buildings at least two stories tall were sprawled on both sides of the street to my left and right. I saw around a hundred seedy-looking mercenaries standing in front of a 3-story building.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Derval and I approached the Mercenary Guild, which naturally drew the gazes of the mercenaries out front. They were startled by the sight of my crimson Skyknight cloak and silver airplate.
    

    
      “I haven’t seen this Skyknight before...”
    

    
      “Ah! It’s that new rookie Skyknight who fucked up Viscount Lukence’s soldiers yesterday!”
    

    
      “Looks like he’s determined to die. To offend Viscount Lukence without any fear... Tsk tsk.”
    

    
      My sensitive ears caught the mercenaries’ whispers. Gossiping amongst each other, their faces changed as soon as they met eyes with me, scorn and ridicule in their eyes. The only thing these nobodies had was their bravado.
    

    
      Clunk. I descended from my horse as the mercenaries watched.
    

    
      ‘This ain’t even some kind of mobster wedding ceremony.’
    

    
      The mercs were carrying scars on their faces and bodies like tattoos. Even though I didn’t frown, just looking at them made me lose my appetite.
    

    
      I gave the reins to Derval and entered the guild.
    

    
      “Kuku, acting tough for a bastard about to die...”
    

    
      “Kekeke, looks like even dogs and cows can become Skyknights these days.”
    

    
      As I was quietly passed by, two of the mercs mumbled behind my back without a shred of fear.
    

    
      
        Schwing! Pow!
      
    

    
      “Gaaahh!”
    

    
      I let loose my specialty, the roundhouse kick.
    

    
      
        Po-pow!
      
    

    
      I sent one guy flying far away with a single kick. Then I proceeded to throw my right fist directly into the face of the other guy who disrespected me.
    

    
      Th-thump. Without even being about to cry out, the dude rolled down the stairs with all his teeth gone.
    

    
      “Geh...”
    

    
      The mercenaries let out small cries of astonishment.
    

    
      In response, I simply smiled coldly. No other words were necessary.
    

    
      
        Creak.
      
    

    
      Having tied up the horses, Derval ran over and opened the guild door.
    

    
      I turned my back again and walked inside.
    

    
      This time, there weren’t any jeers.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “You say that guy went into the Mercenary Guild?”
    

    
      “Yes, Sir Palmir.”
    

    
      “Looks like his guts have grown past his ribs. For a bastard kicked out of the empire to come here and act so high and mighty...”
    

    
      “What do you wish to do, sir? We have also confirmed that his wyvern is in its hangar... Should we take care of it?”
    

    
      “No. Yesterday was enough. We must not move without the permission of Viscount Lukence.”
    

    
      Within Viscount Lukence’s mansion inside Denfors, Palmir, a Skyknight dispatched from the Lukence Viscounty outside the city, was speaking with a knight.
    

    
      “Then...”
    

    
      “Keep an eye on him for now. Every move he makes, all the people who interact with him, what kind of secret plot that bitch made with him, find out about it all. Never, ever look away.”
    

    
      “As you command!” shouted the knight at Palmir’s order.
    

    
      ‘Try having some fun, rookie.’
    

    
      Palmir was well aware that if it was bad enough that he got sent all the way here, then there wasn’t a single person who would pay attention to him if he died.
    

    
      Moreover, he was someone who had a hybrid wyvern, a taboo for Skyknights.
    

    
      Because those Temir bastards came attacking on all kinds of hybrid wyverns, there weren’t many people who would be surprised by the sight of hybrids here, but in the end, someone riding on a hybrid could not be considered a perfect Skyknight.
    

    
      ‘His name is Kyre, right? Come crawling if you want to live, instead of hurting yourself trying... Kukuku.”
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      "....."
    

    
      At my Skyknight armor and cloak, the gazes of everyone in the building focused on me.
    

    
      “Who’s the Guildmaaster here?” With smooth informality, I asked for the Guildmaster.
    

    
      “P-Please wait a moment,” responded a young mercenary as he scrambled up to the upper floor.
    

    
      ‘It’s pretty tidy for a mercenary guild?’
    

    
      Mercenaries were synonymous with ignorance. Despite that, the interior of their homebase was tidier than I expected.
    

    
      “Ahem....”
    

    
      While I was inspecting the inside of the guild, someone descended from the upper floor.
    

    
      ‘Is he really a mercenary?’
    

    
      Unlike the mercenaries, who flaunted scars all over their bodies like tattoos, the young gentlemen had a neat and slender face. The man, who looked as if he had barely reached the second half of his twenties, was coming down with an annoyed expression.
    

    
      “For what reason have you come looking for me?”
    

    
      Unlike the mercenaries, who were daunted by me, a Skyknight, the handsome man spoke without a care in the world. His bluish curly hair and eyes were memorable.
    

    
      “Are you the Guildmaster?”
    

    
      “Well... These days, yes,” the man said, giving me a half-assed response.
    

    
      ‘His mana is considerable!’
    

    
      I didn’t try a mana scan, but I could faintly feel his vigor. Considering the intangible energy wrapped around his body, he was definitely someone strong. 
    

    
      ‘He doesn’t look like a mercenary...’
    

    
      I could feel dignity in each and every action of his, to the extent that I would believe it if you told me he was an Imperial Guard Knight. He definitely had some extenuating circumstances.
    

    
      “I want to acquire some mercenaries.”
    

    
      “Mercenaries? If that’s the case, you could just talk to these guys here...”
    

    
      The Guildmaster made an expression complaining about why I called him over for nothing.
    

    
      “Double the wages for every grade. Mercenaries who can use aura and mages will be decided on after an interview. In particular, if a mage wants it, I can provide a spellbook.”
    

    
      “Hooh, if you mean indefinite employment... are you looking to enlist soldiers?” the Guildmaster said, his eyes sparkling.
    

    
      “Huhu...”
    

    
      Instead of responding, I laughed quietly.
    

    
      My eyes met with the Guildmaster’s in the air.
    

    
      At that moment, the Guildmaster smiled.
    

    
      I felt a strange sense of kinship with this person.
      

    

    
      “Is that going to be okay, sir?”
    

    
      Unaware of my financial situation, Derval cautiously asked me if things were okay like this once we left the Mercenary Guild. He probably thought it was extreme that I wanted to recruit mostly third-rate mercenaries that would cost several Gold each every month for twice the price.
    

    
      “Derval, if it were you, would you want to work for me?”
    

    
      “That is...”
    

    
      “If they come, then I’ll take them, and if they don’t come, then that’s that. Why does each and every thing need to be so complicated? What I need right now are numbers.”
    

    
      Viscount Lukence was probably keeping an eye on my movements. If it were me, I wouldn’t leave a baby lion trespassing on my territory like an idiot, either.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, this isn’t even some strategy simulation game.’
    

    
      For a while, I was addicted to a tactical role-playing game called Romance of the Three Kingdoms. My situation felt more and more like I was a character in a game similar to it.
    

    
      ‘The business district is more impressive than I thought?’ After leaving the Mercenary Guild, we walked to the road where the stores were gathered. ‘The buildings are old, but they should be usable with a little repair...’
    

    
      From explanations I had heard, I knew that Denfors and the Nerman Plains were places that actually had pretty good conditions.
    

    
      (PR/N: Just a criticism to the author, we don’t need to know how good it could be here every few paragraphs, jeez)
    

    
      “Sir Kyre, it looks like we can acquire goods from there.”
    

    
      Derval pointed to one of the general stores among the countless storefronts.
    

    
      ‘Eh? Isn’t that the Rubis Merchants?’
    

    
      On the sign was the Rubis Merchants, the group I was familiar with. Like their reputation as one of the Big Five on the continent suggested, there was a Rubis Merchant building even here.
    

    
      “They’re famous for their honest trade, unlike other merchant groups. Instead of being owned and operated by the market prices of every empire and kingdom, they’re a company of pure merchants worth believing in.” 
    

    
      Derval praised the Rubis Merchants, his voice full of trust.
    

    
      ‘Derval, I’m registered as a close friend of one of their executives. Kuku.’
    

    
      Derval didn’t know much about me. We stopped in front of the Rubis Merchants.
    

    
      “Welcome.”
    

    
      Unlike the other places, there were ten armed guards solemnly standing guard here. Because the city was akin to a lawless land, it seemed they were taking a lot of precautions to protect themselves.
    

    
      Ring ring. Greeted by the guards’ courteous reception, we went into the building.
    

    
      ‘Wow!’
    

    
      The inside of the building, which looked to be several hundred pyeong large, was filled wall to wall with goods. There was weaponry like armor and swords, various utensils like pots, and supplies like flour in stacked up burlap bags.
    

    
      
        [TN: 1 pyeong is 3.3 sq. m.]
      
    

    
      ‘It’s no different from a superstore.’
    

    
      “Greetings to you, honorable Skyknight. I wish to sincerely thank you for coming to our Rubis Merchant Group. I am the branch manager of Denfors, Lenkis.”
    

    
      As soon as we entered, a bald mister in his mid-forties came running over and bowed deeply.
    

    
      Derval stepped forward. “We have come to buy some goods.”
    

    
      “What exactly...”
    

    
      “My liege, Baronet Kyre, has been newly assigned to the covert and wishes to cultivate some soldiers. He wishes to purchase all the products needed for that as well as various goods necessary for daily life. This is a list of items necessary.”
    

    
      Who knew when Derval, ever well-prepared, had written it up, but he passed over a paper crammed with letters and numbers.
    

    
      “Mm... It is quite the list. 200 suits of identical chainmail, 300 halberds, spears, and long swords. And even war horses at that...” The bald manager’s face became disconcerted as he read the paper. “As you probably know, here on the Nerman Plains, it is difficult to acquire identical suits of armor and weapons because of the mercenaries. It will only be possible if you give us at least a month’s worth of time. The rest are ordinary goods, so they can easily be acquired from our branch. And... I believe this amount of military items will require the permission of Viscount Lukence...”
    

    
      The branch manager made a troubled face.
    

    
      “Branch Manager, it would be good if we could speak quietly to the side somewhere...”
    

    
      “Pardon? U-Understood. Please come over here...”
    

    
      The branch manager was startled by me butting in. His characteristically weaselly merchant face stiffened into a block of wood.
    

    
      ‘Mister, I won’t kill you, so relax, alright?’
    

    
      On this continent, anyone with a rank was like a gangster. It was probably a big deal for a commoner to face a noble.
    

    
      “Derval, take a close look and see if there’s anything more we need.”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege!”
    

    
      Derval had named me his liege. He was truly a respectful young man.
    

    
      “If there’s anything else you need to say...”
    

    
      “Branch Master Lenkis, how long have you been with the Rubis Merchants?”
    

    
      “It has been around 20 years, but...”
    

    
      “Tsk tsk. But to still only be a branch manager in a dangerous place like this and not be a supervisor yet...”
    

    
      
        [TN: Merchant hierarchy is as follows: merchant < branch manager < one of 12 supervisors < one of 3 executives.]
      
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Lenkis’ eyes went round at the sound of my tongue clicking.  
    

    
      “Please cooperate actively with me. If you do so, I will make you a supervisor within a few years.”
    

    
      “S-Supervisor? That is absurd. I am more than happy with my current...”
    

    
      “Hush! Wyverns leave their hides when they die and humans leave their names behind! How can a man have such feeble aspirations! If you’ve been born in the world, shouldn’t you let your name be heard at least once before you die? Moreover, as a branch manager sacrificing yourself to serve the merchant group in a dangerous and remote place like this, I would think you have the right... Don’t you think so? Dealing with ignorant mercenaries day after day with the fear of monsters barging in, struggling in this city that is no different from a lawless land... Don’t you think you absolutely deserve at least that much regard?”
    

    
      I poked his pride to the point that Lenkis couldn’t even open his mouth properly and was just gaping like a fish.
    

    
      “Th-That is...” Lenkis’ expression wavered at my words.
    

    
      Everyone’s feelings were about the same. If it were me, as long as some kind of sense of loyalty wasn’t involved, I would want to work as a superior somewhere safer, too.
    

    
      I quietly revealed a token in front of the conflicted Branch Manager Lenkis.
    

    
      “Gasp! T-This is—!”
    

    
      “This is a Supervisor Token given to me by Executive Manager Jamir.”
    

    
      “T-That’s correct. It is engraved with Executive Manager Jamir’s seal,” said Lenkis, nodding as he looked at the token.
    

    
      “Do you understand now?”
    

    
      If only in name, he was the merchant in charge of an entire region. After confirming the token, he was quick to understand the meaning behind my words and his eyes gleamed.
    

    
      “In fact, not to brag, but the Executive Manager was able to reach his current station thanks to my help, also.”
    

    
      “I-If that is the case, then were you perhaps the person who acquired the madir and the demon beast leather for him...?”
    

    
      “Oh! The news has spread this far?”
    

    
      I wasn’t an elder, but my manner of speech had completely turned into that of a noble. I made a slightly surprised expression as I gave a big flourish.
    

    
      “Please take good care of me! I… I request your guidance in the future!” Branch Manager Lenkis immediately folded in half.
    

    
      ‘Kuku. This is why connections are important.’
    

    
      There was no need to say much more. I wasn’t someone who would indecently rip them off, but a good customer who was trusted enough to borrow credit in their name.
    

    
      As long as he listened to my words well, even if he didn’t score the big bucks, he could still ride on my coattails.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Have a safe trip back, sir. If there are any goods you require, please contact me at any time and I will come running right away!”
    

    
      “Haha. It was a very delightful exchange.”
    

    
      “It was truly an honor to have met you, sir.”
    

    
      Everything had gone as smooth as silk.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      From the side, I could feel Derval’s gaze of intense admiration. I guess it was impossible for him to feel otherwise towards me, someone who had solved the impossible within the blink of an eye.
    

    
      ‘A 20% discount and a no-interest payment plan! Jamir, I’ll buy you a drink next time.’
    

    
      “Derval, let’s go.”
    

    
      “Yes! My liege!”
    

    
      Still receiving the farewell of the guards and the Branch Manager, who was still in 90° position, I turned the reins towards the covert.
    

    
      ‘I’ll grow in no time, to the point that you, Lukence, can no longer fall asleep at night.’
    

    
      At first, I just wanted to quietly catch monsters and gather the funds to buy a territory without drawing any attention. But there was a new enemy who would simply not leave me be, Viscount Lukence. For the sake of my peace, he was a big thorn that needed to be removed.
    

    
      “Derval, since we’re already out, shall we eat before going?”
    

    
      “Let us do as you wish, my liege.”
    

    
      That title, “my liege,” was sweeter to the ears than I imagined. It was difficult to receive someone’s voluntary allegiance, an allegiance formed not of coercion or money, but sincerity. Especially from someone like Derval, an educated elite in his own way.
    

    
      “How many soldiers does Viscount Lukence have again?” I asked, sure that the smart Derval had asked Janice's soldiers during my absence.
    

    
      “Including the viscount himself, there are twelve Skyknights, around fifty knights at the Blade Knight level, two 5th Circle mages, one Intermediate wind summoner, and about 4,000 regular soldiers.”
    

    
      ‘4,000? Quite a lot.”
    

    
      Even on the empire’s mainland, this much military force would put them on the same level as a count.
    

    
      “But there is something unique.”
    

    
      “Something unique?”
    

    
      “It is something to do with Baroness Janice.”
    

    
      ‘Janice was a baroness?’
    

    
      “Baroness Janice is not a noble exiled from the mainland, but a Nerman native.”
    

    
      “A Nerman native?”
    

    
      “Yes. I am told she is the formal successor of Baron Jadran, who possessed a territory in the Nerman Plains.”
    

    
      ‘Formal successor?’
    

    
      “In particular, after being appointed here, the man named Lukence was on very good terms with the baron who was Janice's father. But one day, the relationship between the two of them soured, and not long ago, the baron passed away in a manner that left room for doubt.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “I do not know the details, but it is because of that issue that Baroness Janice has a very poor relationship with the viscount. I believe there is some kind of connection between the previous baron’s death and Viscount Lukence.”
    

    
      ‘So that’s why she was exuding such a murderous aura.’
    

    
      I thought I now understood why Janice, who had shared a drink with me yesterday, had emanated such bloodthirst.
    

    
      “I think the reason why she came to you yesterday was also connected to that matter, my liege. She wanted to win you, a Skyknight, over in order to oppose Viscount Lukence.”
    

    
      Derval shared his conjecture.
    

    
      “Does Viscount Lukence have his own castle?”
    

    
      “He does. His base is the Gadain Castle an hour on horseback from Denfors. And Baroness Janice is at the fort visible from the port.”
    

    
      They should be busy combining their strength to fight monsters and enemies, but instead, these two parties were butting heads in a power struggle amidst the indifference of the empire. I didn’t want to get squeezed between them.
    

    
      ‘Let’s not make things complicated. Because you might trigger a nerve...’
    

    
      The Nerman Plains were too good to hand over. I tried my best to suppress the strange emotions squirming and growing deep within my heart. This place wouldn’t make any money and was just a headache. It was far too lacking for me to make my dreamed-of paradise here.
    

    
      “My liege, that place looks decent.”
    

    
      Derval gestured towards a clean two-story inn in this desolate and worn-down city.
    

    
      
        Tumble!
      
    

    
      “Gagh!”
    

    
      “D-Darling!!!!”
    

    
      “Daddy!!!!! Uwaaaaaaaaaaahh!”
    

    
      A middle aged man suddenly came crashing out from one of the stores we passed, breaking the store door into pieces. A wailing woman and a little girl around ten years of age came flying out after him.
    

    
      “Huhu. As the interest for the money you borrowed for the months-long due protection fee, we’ll be seizing this store from now on.”
    

    
      Five soldiers wearing hard leather and a knight walked outside from within the store.
    

    
      ‘Ara? Those guys, I’ve seen them often before.’
    

    
      They were uniformed just like the reckless soldiers of Viscount Lukence who messed with Derval.
    

    
      “Y-You can’t! This store is the entirety of our family’s fortune! Where is my family supposed to live if we get chased out like this? Please, just give us one more month as a chance! When the leathers come in today, we can make goods from them and sell them to pay off our due interest! Sirs! Please, save us!”
    

    
      His mouth must have gotten hit, because the man who flew out was bleeding profusely as he crawled to the knight on his knees.
    

    
      
        BAM!
      
    

    
      “Aagghh!”
    

    
      But the knight met the crawling man’s face with his steel-armored shin.
    

    
      “D-DARLING!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      “UWAAAAAAAAAHHHH! You meanies! Stop bullying my daddy!!!! UWAAHHHHH!”
    

    
      A woman rushed to the man bleeding as he tumbled on the ground and brought him into her arms. The kid was wailing piercingly. 
    

    
      “If you borrow money, you should pay it back. You think money grows on trees? If you really have nowhere to live, why not become serfs receiving Viscount Lukence’s protection? If you do that, at least you’ll be fed, given a place to sleep, and protected from monsters, how very nice. Kukuku.”
    

    
      The dirty and shameless knight jeered as he said despicable things. 
    

    
      I couldn’t believe such a person was wearing a knight uniform. No matter how much of a lawless land this place was, the conscience of this era was one where a knight should be bound to protecting the weak and being loyal to one’s lord, but this person was no different from an evil loanshark.
    

    
      “Why are you bullying my daddy! You meanies! Uwaahhh!”
    

    
      
        Pang pang.
      
    

    
      The clueless girl ran up to the knight and pounded his armor with her tiny fists.
    

    
      “You rude brat!” A soldier at the side swung his spear at the child.
    

    
      “Stop now!”
    

    
      A hot emotion surged up from the very depths of my heart, suddenly billowing up and heating up my whole body.
    

    
      “What! Geh...!”
    

    
      “Ah! T-That guy is—!”
    

    
      Only then did the knight and soldiers see us, their faces full of alarm.
    

    
      Thump. I flew straight out of the saddle.
    

    
      
        Pow!
      
    

    
      And threw my right fist.
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      The soldier collapsed to the floor with one hit.
    

    
      
        Cl-clang!
      
    

    
      The knight unsheathed his sword.
    

    
      
        Po-pow!
      
    

    
      “Aagh!”
    

    
      My crisp roundhouse kick stretched out, followed by a painful cry.
    

    
      
        Tuuuuumble.
      
    

    
      At my mana-charged blow, the knight flew five meters into the air and rolled on the ground.
    

    
      “Eurgh...”
    

    
      After subduing the knight and his comrade with moments, the remaining soldiers turned pale as their teeth chattered.
    

    
      “Go tell Lukence... not to live life like this.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The soldiers were trembling too much to respond.
    

    
      “Fuck off.”
    

    
      A short two words.
    

    
      As soon as they fell from my mouth, the soldiers collected the collapsed knight and soldier with frightening speed and turned tail without a single look back.
    

    
      “D-Darling... sob sob.”
    

    
      “I’m.. I’m sorry... Urgh...”
    

    
      His face black and blue from how hard he got hit, the man limply held the woman’s hand and apologized.
    

    
      “Uwaaah....”
    

    
      Before long, the kiddo had come running back to her parents. The three family members sat on the ground embracing each other as they cried.
    

    
      At some point, a crowd of Denfors residents had gathered to watch. Everyone’s faces were hard as they blankly stared at the three people, clenching their teeth and enduring the rage of the powerless who could not possibly oppose enormous power.
    

    
      One side of my chest tightened.
    

    
      I had just witnessed the sorrow of those with nothing.
    

    
      I turned my head to look at the sky.
    

    
      “Dammit...”
    

    
      And from my mouth came a single curse.
    

    
      The sky was damn bright.
    

    
      On a day like this, it looked cruel.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 43: Stormy Life
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Derval, what do you think I should have done...”
    

    
      We had returned to the covert, with the family of three that would have certainly faced retribution because of my actions.
    

    
      I quietly asked Derval that question while stroking Bebeto’s leg inside the hangar.
    

    
      It hadn’t even been a few days, but I already could not simply stand by and watch the suffering of the Nerman Plains people. The monsters were on the verge of breaking in, but these people were in an extreme situation where they had nowhere to go.
    

    
      “I like you, my liege.” My question was about what I should have done, but Derval suddenly said he liked me instead. “You always have a bright smile on your face, but you sincerely worry about people like me, the weak... That spirit will be the solution.”
    

    
      Derval’s Zen riddle-advice made my chest feel even stuffier.
    

    
      ‘Just like how Pikachu won’t save you any electricity bills, this place won’t make any money... Damn.’
    

    
      From the first time I heard the name ‘Nerman Plains,’ I had felt strangely drawn to it. But it was too burdensome a fish for me to swallow.
    

    
      “Hohoho. Bebeto! Boo~!”
    

    
      Behind me came the voice of the kiddo, who was teasing and playing with Bebeto, a wyvern,  without any sense of fear.
    

    
      
        Da-da-da-da.
      
    

    
      “Mister!” The kiddo ran into the hangar. Seeing me, she flashed a radiant grin and ran up. 
    

    
      ‘M-Mister! Arghh.’
    

    
      Lucia KO’d a fresh young lad not even twenty years old with ‘mister.’ She tackled herself onto my leg and held on with two little arms. “Gotcha! Hehehe, tag, you’re It!” she warbled.
    

    
      Just moments ago, she had bravely charged at a knight upon seeing her bloody father, but somehow she was already beaming with a bright smile free of all the world’s worries. My chest prickled with heat.
    

    
      “L-Lucia... Q-Quick, let go at once!”
    

    
      Lucia’s mother appeared as well. Worried about the retribution of Viscount Lukence’s soldiers, I had brought Lucia’s family here. And as soon as they arrived, Lucia’s mother had taken charge of dinner. Looking at Lucia’s unguarded behavior, the aproned woman made a flustered expression.
    

    
      “It’s alright.”
    

    
      “Hehe, Mister really dotes on Lucia. Right? Handsome mister~!”
    

    
      Little blond Lucia had to tip her head way back to look up at me with her short body. The sight of her joyful, blooming smile warmed my heart.
    

    
      “Of course, I’ve never seen a lady as pretty as Lucia.”
    

    
      “Uwah! Are you proposing to Lucia right now? Hohoho. Then when Lucia becomes an adult later, Lucia will get married to you, Mister!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Lucia’s eyes sparkled with happiness. I smiled helplessly as I lightly patted her head.
    

    
      “I apologize. The child still has no sense of manners...” Lucia’s mom approached, bowing her head politely.
    

    
      “Has the move been uncomfortable?” I asked.
    

    
      I had given one of the nearby hangars in the area I could protect as a temporary residence for Lucia’s family. 
    

    
      “No, sir. We are very comfortable. I cannot remember the last time we could be so carefree... Thank you. Sir...”
    

    
      Waving her hand, the woman teared up a bit as she relayed her thanks. I could discern the breadth of Viscount Lukence’s lawlessness.
    

    
      “Mister, will you be protecting our family from now on?”
    

    
      As her mom dragged her away by the hand, Lucia asked with a curious voice.
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “Mister is a Skyknight. A Skyknight, who defeats those bad dragons and monsters! My grandpa who’s gone now said, that Skyknights are the guardian knights of the sky who protect our dreams!”
    

    
      ‘Guardian Knight of the sky who protects their dreams...’
    

    
      Lucia’s words crashed into my heart with a resounding thump.
    

    
      “Of course, my liege will definitely protect Lucia’s dream.”
    

    
      “Right? Hoho. Mister, thank you. Lucia will grow up fast and get married to Mister.”
    

    
      Lucia dipped into a deep bow.
    

    
      “Ye...yeah.”
    

    
      Faced with Lucia’s extremely pure and honest intentions, I inadvertently ended up nodding as well.
    

    
      [TN: Calm your tits, this is a brother/sibling relationship and will never ever progress.]
    

    
      ‘Dammit... It won’t even make money.’
    

    
      My face hardened with a bitter smile.
    

    
      I was looking forward to the rugged future ahead of me.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “It would require a troop at least 100,000 strong. In addition, at least one of the continent’s seven magic towers’ active support and a temple that can make a great deal of holy water, as well as an intimate relationship with one of the major merchant groups on the continent.”
    

    
      “A troop 100,000 strong... magic tower, temple?”
    

    
      “Yes. And that’s the very least it would take. The Nerman Plains are more dangerous than any other place on the continent. That’s why even the Bajran Empire is planning to let it go.”
    

    
      ‘100,000 troops? You think you can find that on the streets? And how the hell would I pay for that many soldiers?”
    

    
      “Derval, from what I heard, doesn’t the entire population of the Nerman Plains only add up to several hundred thousands? That includes the elderly and young, so how would it be possible to foster an army of 100,000?”
    

    
      Money was one thing, but the numbers just weren’t adding up.
    

    
      “That is the problem. Any sane person wouldn’t willingly come to the Nerman Plains. Of course, it’s not as if there is no way to solve that.”
    

    
      Derval stopped talking and stared blankly at me.
    

    
      “This?” I said, making a circle with my hand.
    

    
      Derval gave a light nod.
    

    
      “It is possible to resolve the issue of the soldiers if skilled mercenaries on the continent are hired.”
    

    
      “Hah...”
    

    
      Even on Bebeto’s back, this piece of land was so large that you would have to fly for quite a long time to see the end of it. On a map, it looked to be a huge land about 200 km from front to end. Such a big area could not be covered by mercenaries hired with money.
    

    
      ‘The mercenaries are one thing. Would any magic tower be crazy enough to come help? And a temple would have to be off their rocker to come to an unprofitable place like this.’
    

    
      From what I heard, the Nerman Plains didn’t even have a single of those commonplace temple branches. Up until a few years ago, there had been a few, but after the hungry people kept rushing at them, they all quietly disappeared. In other words, they were unable to sell God’s name and do business in a place like this, which you could shake upside down and only get dust bunnies from.
    

    
      “However... if it’s you, my liege, it should be possible. I believe. Just like how you were my salvation from the darkness, I believe that you can make these Nerman Plains into a land of peace!”
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      I was no savior, but Derval was looking at me with blind loyalty and trust.
    

    
      ‘I won’t seriously just become the lord of this place at this rate, right?’
    

    
      The lord position of the Nerman Plains was something I had never expected or even dreamed of. It did draw me a tiny bit, but becoming the lord of this place, which would suck up my money and efforts like a black hole, would be like slathering yourself in honey and dancing the Charleston.
    

    
      “You would have to take control of this covert first. You have to make this Weyn Covert, which the other Skyknights are not even using, into your territory, my liege.”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      “Through persuasion.”
    

    
      Derval gradually revealed some measures, as if he had already been expecting this.
    

    
      “Persuade who?”
    

    
      “You just have to persuade Count Pavess, the nominal leader of the covert.”
    

    
      “With... a bribe?”
    

    
      “Yes. It should be more than possible with the items inside our hangar. The empire’s troops will actively retreat within a few months anyway, so it shouldn’t be a problem to give him some guidance a little earlier.”
    

    
      ‘Eurgh.’
    

    
      Derval was telling me to offer my life’s savings, earned through my blood, sweat, and tears, as a bribe.
    

    
      “And if everything goes as planned, the mercenaries should be gathering around tomorrow. No matter how scary Lukence is, there will definitely be people swayed by money. Something so abstract as ‘tomorrow’ isn’t very important to people like them, anyway.”
    

    
      ‘At times like this, he’s seriously cool-headed?’
    

    
      Even though he was always sending absolute loyalty and respect my way, in regards to other situations, he evaluated everything with a leveled-head.
    

    
      “Alright. Let’s take control of the covert then.”
    

    
      “A splendid decision, my liege!”
    

    
      Nothing in this world was so easy that you could resolve it with your thoughts alone, without even trying.
    

    
      In any case, my life was going to be a long 100 years.
    

    
      Even if I couldn’t succeed, I wanted to give it a shot.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “So, why have you come?”
    

    
      Leader of Weyn Covert, Count Pavess, was enjoying a comfortable life guarded by a knight at the gates and a hundred or so sentries all over the place. His eyes had gone as wide as plates when he heard that I came to talk.
    

    
      ‘You miserly guy, you probably wouldn’t bleed a single drop even if you got pierced!’
    

    
      Even Weyn Covert was probably getting quite a nice sum from the empire. Count Pavess was misappropriating all that money and feigning complete ignorance.
    

    
      He didn’t seem that happy to see me.
    

    
      “Haha, I came because I have a favor to ask.”
    

    
      “A favor? A favor to ask from me... Even though I’m very sure that I told you I have nothing to give you?”
    

    
      Count Pavess’ brows furrowed as soon as the word ‘favor’ came out.
    

    
      ‘Don’t worry! I won’t steal your gold, it’s too dirty for me!’
    

    
      “I heard that the imperial troops will soon be summoned back to the empire soon.”
    

    
      “Most likely... They will.”
    

    
      “Please leave the covert to me.”
    

    
      “The covert?”
    

    
      “Yes. It would be good if you could transfer it over to me today, immediately.” 
    

    
      “Kuku. I heard you’re getting picked on by Viscount Lukence; so you’re planning on using this place as a fort or something?”
    

    
      ‘He knew? Rotten bastard. You should have warned me at least!’
    

    
      Count Pavess was making an ugly smile. It was a face I would want to dunk right into a toilet if we met in the bathroom.
    

    
      “I have prepared a small gift outside. If it were me, I would rather retreat now than return to the empire with empty hands after a few months.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      This pig of a count’s eyes began to sparkle with curiosity at the mention of a gift.
    

    
      “Hooh!” Following my finger to the scene outside the window, he let out an exclamation.
    

    
      “Does it please you?”
    

    
      “...It does, but with that alone...”
    

    
      ‘This shithead, I’ve been saying yes and yes and you still won’t budge!’
    

    
      The count’s eyes were dripping with greed like a fatty piece of bacon.
    

    
      “If you don’t want to, then that’s that. I saw a lot of empty forts outside the city, too.”
    

    
      He misjudged me. As I spoke, I whirled towards the door.
    

    
      “Haha. Why is such a young man so impatient! Alright! I’ll vacate the covert today for you!”
    

    
      ‘Hng! Vacate? What a funny squid.’
    

    
      Sitting pretty outside was a wyvern mithril alloy magic armor that could easily fetch at least 1.5 million back in the empire. I was giving it up in this unavoidable, regretful situation, but I was gonna calculate interest in my heart.
    

    
      “Then I will leave for now.”
    

    
      “I’m thankful. I’ll never ever forget your sincerity for as long as I live. Hahaha.”
    

    
      ‘Sincerity? Right back at you. I will never ever forget you either, you bastard!’
    

    
      This beaming pig-like Count Pavess...
    

    
      I stored his greasy mug deep inside my memory, as someone to strip buck naked if we were to ever meet again.
      

    

    
      “There are around 500 of Viscount Lukence’s knights and soldiers stationed in Denfors. They are staying at the viscount’s mansion in the city, with a Skyknight named Palmir at their center.” 
    

    
      “500? It’s not as much as I thought?”
    

    
      “The city’s public order is formally being maintained by the military commander’s soldiers, but I heard they are receiving orders from Viscount Lukence. From what I ascertained, there are only a few thousand imperial mainland troops under the commander’s banner; the majority are conscripted Nerman natives.”
    

    
      Using the information Derval had gathered from various sources, we began analyzing Viscount Lukence’s military strength. 
    

    
      “Then when the military troops retreat, they’ll probably just become Viscount Lukence’s men, huh?”
    

    
      “Most likely.”
    

    
      “But there’s something I’m curious about. Why does Viscount Lukence want a place that even the empire gave up on? Even with twelve Skyknights, it would be a tall order to take on all the monsters with just that much military power.”
    

    
      “I would also like to know that. I could not get a complete answer regarding that aspect from Baroness Janice's knight and soldiers. Only...”
    

    
      “Only?”
    

    
      “I believe it could be linked to the pirates.”
    

    
      “The pirates?”
    

    
      Derval had gleaned information from the knight and soldiers dispatched by Baroness Janice. It seemed his exceptional brain had picked up on something.
    

    
      “If what I heard from the carpenters who repaired the hangar is to be believed, then apparently, after Viscount Lukence gained great power, the plundering of the pirates decreased significantly. That’s how the residents here inevitably became reliant on Viscount Lukence even though they’re getting sucked dry of money.”
    

    
      “Mm... What you mean is, in this remote land that even the empire is throwing away, there’s no one other than Viscount Lukence to protect them.”
    

    
      “I believe that may be the case. I believe they think that once the empire formally pulls out, there’s no one but Viscount Lukence who can protect this place.”
    

    
      ‘Something smells fishy...’
    

    
      I suddenly caught the whiff of a conspiracy. 
    

    
      The reality was that they had no one other than the loan shark boss Viscount Lukence to believe in. Whether they died or lived, the residents of the Nerman Plains—who had nowhere else to go—could only do as he said.
    

    
      In that kind of situation, Viscount Lukence had to face the enemies jumping in from all over. Unless he had a few screws loose, there was no way he could handle this place on his own.
    

    
      ‘There must be something behind him. That something is...’
    

    
      “How many pirates are there?”
    

    
      “The soldiers here said they’re also not sure. It’s not just because it’s impossible to investigate each and every one of the 10,000 Kesmire islands, but also because of all the people they have kidnapped in the past. They have captured over a hundred thousand residents of this territory alone, and also plundered every nation around these waters, kidnapping a sum that reaches numbers in the hundreds of thousands.”
    

    
      “Hundreds of thousands? That many?”
    

    
      Somalian pirates existed even in the modern 21st century, but those guys were small fries in comparison to the Kesmire pirates. If they were extreme enough to kidnap hundreds of thousands of people, then they were gutsy beyond compare.
    

    
      “It’s not exact information, but I heard of the pirates’ notoriety even in the Administrative Academy. They’re not just pirates, but almost on the level of a maritime kingdom.”
    

    
      “A maritime kingdom?”
    

    
      “Yes. They’re on the level of being able to deploy a wyvern offensive around ten units strong.”
    

    
      “A wyvern offensive?” I repeated the uncommon name that I’d never heard before.
    

    
      “That’s what they call a large ship that can transport between six to ten wyverns per unit.”
    

    
      ‘A-Aircraft carrier? Geh!’
    

    
      They really did deserve to be called a maritime kingdom. If mere thieves could even deploy aircraft carriers, there was nothing more to say.
    

    
      “They’re unbeatable on the sea. That is why they have managed to deeply interrupt the trade between the Haildrian Empire and the eastern continent.”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, to even interrupt trade between continents!’
    

    
      I didn’t know who it was, but the boss of the pirates definitely had an exceptional head on their shoulders.
    

    
      ‘But such strong guys’ attacks have decreased?’
    

    
      “Doesn’t it smell fishy to you?”
    

    
      “It does. And very strongly at that.”
    

    
      I met eyes with Derval, who understood my thoughts.
    

    
      “Are you confident?”
    

    
      “I simply believe in you, my liege!”
    

    
      Long words weren’t necessary between those who understood each other.
    

    
      ‘Viscount Lukence... He would be a fairly big fish to tackle.’
    

    
      Viscount Lukence and I had an ill-fated relationship from the beginning. If I wanted to survive here, I would either have to reach a compromise with him or defeat him.
    

    
      However, I could never go in with my head bowed. If I was someone who would bow my head to a mere viscount, my life so far wouldn’t have been this difficult.
    

    
      “They say Count Pavess and his soldiers are leaving!”
    

    
      While Derval and I were talking, Baroness Janice's knight came running into the hangar to loudly report, panic obvious on his face.
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “Huh? You know...? If Count Pavess leaves, we cannot guard the covert with our strength alone.”
    

    
      “Well, they’re basically just decorations at this point anyway. Isn’t it better this way?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The knight was rendered speechless by my confident words. He was probably thinking it was ridiculous to try to guard this large, large covert by himself and twenty soldiers.
    

    
      “Leadership of the covert has been formally passed on to Baronet Kyre from today onwards.”
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      The knight’s eyes widened at Derval’s unexpected words.
    

    
      “Relay that to Baroness Janice,” I said. “If you’re afraid, it’s okay to leave.”
    

    
      These few soldiers couldn’t be much help. It was a bit of a shame, but if they wanted to go back to Janice, I didn’t intend to stop them.
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      He must have settled his thoughts, because the knight gave a short nod. It seemed Janice had raised him quite well.
    

    
      “Derval, I’m going out for a moment.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “There’s something else I need to buy.”
    

    
      “But...”
    

    
      While Count Pavess was still here in name, Lukence couldn’t just bring in his soldiers on a large scale and cause a commotion. The covert was, after all, indisputably an important building of the empire. However, once the count left, there would be nothing else for the enemies to fear.
    

    
      I had to prepare in my own way before that happened.
    

    
      Guuu? Hearing that I was going out, the dozing Bebeto opened his eyes and relayed his concern.
    

    
      “Guard the house well!”
    

    
      But I had absolutely no desire to strut through the city on Bebeto’s back.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, how come I don’t even see a single one?’
    

    
      The conditions I offered were extraordinary. That was definitely bait that a mercenary with only girls and money in mind would find hard to refuse.
    

    
      The result of our visit to the Mercenary Guild would definitely be revealed about now.
    

    
      “Welcome to the Ildorian Magic Tower branch.”
    

    
      ‘Ildorian Magic Tower branch, huh...’
    

    
      For a magic tower branch, it was far sloppier than the grand and mighty ones I’d seen in the capital. Still, I went into the one that looked the best out of the magic towers on the street. 
    

    
      ‘4th Circle mage?’
    

    
      The mage’s sleeve was embroidered with four golden lines. There was a 4th Circle mage in his mid-fifties and two assistant mages inside the branch.
    

    
      ‘What lousy goods.’
    

    
      The Ildorian Magic Tower branch stood out in stark comparison to the Gauss Magic Tower I’d seen in the capital. Rather than focusing on sales, it seemed their main purpose was to purchase monster corpses and goods required by the magic tower, because there weren’t many decent magic products inside the building.
    

    
      “Are you perhaps Baronet Kyre, the newly assigned Skyknight?”
    

    
      As a 4th Circle mage of a major magic tower, he should be around the same level as a countryside noble, but he carefully questioned my identity. 
    

    
      “That’s right, but how did you...”
    

    
      “Haha. How could I not know the name of Baronet Kyre, whose name made the rounds in Denfors as soon as he arrived?” The mage guffawed.
    

    
      “Well, it’s not a good thing, but thank you for knowing my name.”
    

    
      Even though I was a baronet, a 4th Circle mage was someone who should receive quasi-noble treatment. I used honorifics as I facilitated an amiable atmosphere.
    

    
      “But what brings you here... Could you perhaps be wanting to sell the wyvern magic armor...?”
    

    
      Among the people who gathered when Janice sold her goods weren’t just merchants, but also mages. That’s probably why this mage knew about me.
    

    
      “No. I’m here because I want to buy a magic crystal and dust.”
    

    
      “A magic crystal and dust?”
    

    
      “Yes, I would like to acquire a Grade 6 magic crystal and around 10 kgs of low-grade magic crystal dust.”
    

    
      “Ah! 10 kg?!”
    

    
      Magic crystal dust, a component used in magic circles. Even if it was low-grade and not upper-grade, 10 kgs was still a huge amount.
    

    
      “Where do you want to use so much dust? With that much, it would be possible to complete several magic circles....” The mage went from surprised to suspicious.
    

    
      “I am currently recruiting mercenary mages, and when they come, I intend to set up a few Alarm spells for defensive purposes.”
    

    
      “Ah, so that’s why. But for 10 kgs, it will cost 10,000 Gold. Will that be alright?”
    

    
      ‘10,000 Gold? Wooow! You daylight robbers!’
    

    
      The mage attached a price of one thousand Gold per kg on this low-grade dust, which wasn’t even the top-grade stuff used in a Warp circle or complicated arrays. Even for the premium price put on magic ingredients, unlike magic crystals, the dust could be filtered from mana springs and was easy to acquire. The magic towers were taking advantage of their monopoly on the springs.
    

    
      I was frustrated on the inside, but it couldn’t be helped.
    

    
      ‘Alright then, let’s just see how long you guys can continue to look down on me!’
    

    
      “That is cheaper than I thought. I will settle it at once, so please prepare it for me.”
    

    
      “Our Ildorian Magic Tower is originally well known for our honest dealings. In particular, the current master of the tower, Archmage Avaion, is someone who lives by the creed of ‘Treat lies like Black Mages.’”
    

    
      The mage smoothly rambled on about honesty without a hitch. He was as fake as a politician in from the 21st century.
    

    
      ‘Tsk tsk. This is why you’re still only at the 4th Circle at your age!’ 
    

    
      As a fairly old mage, this Ildorian branch manager must be feeling the limits of his growth. Considering the thick rolls of fat I could glimpse under his robe, it looked like he would flop right back down onto his butt if he tried casting Fly.
    

    
      “Ah! So that’s the case. As expected for a master of a great magic tower!”
    

    
      Lies didn’t cost any money. I agreed enthusiastically with the branch master’s words.
    

    
      “Here it is. If you come visit us again next time, we will do our very best to assist you.”
    

    
      While I was talking with the branch manager, the assistant mages came up to me holding bags. 
    

    
      Just like how jewels were sold based on size, magic crystals had to be a certain size and grade to be treated with any significance.
    

    
      “For the payment, if you go to the Rubis Merchants and say my name, they will give you the money.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “If you can’t believe me, go over now and receive the money. I will wait here.”
    

    
      “N-no, it’s not a big deal...”
    

    
      After looking troubled for a moment at my lack of cash, the branch manager feigned generosity. He was probably thinking that surely no mere Skyknight would mess with a major magic tower.
    

    
      “Then, please work hard. I will come back sometime.”
    

    
      “Take care of yourself, sir.”
    

    
      The trade was finished, so we respectfully said our farewells. Unfortunately, I would have to occasionally come here in the future. There was no need to frown and spoil the relationship.
    

    
      ‘With this, I think I can pretty much finish it.’
    

    
      On my to-do list wasn’t merely Alarm circles, but a Greater Defense magic circle. As soon as I thought of defense magic circles, hundreds of formulas came popping into my head like magic.
    

    
      ‘If you don’t have teeth, chew with your gums!’
    

    
      I might not have soldiers to defend the covert, but I could rest assured to a certain degree if I had a few magic traps. What I had that others didn’t, was magic ability. With all this knowledge in hand, there wasn’t much I needed to fear in this world.
    

    
      ‘Just look at ‘em....’
    

    
      As soon as I left the building, I felt a few gazes on me. They were scrutinizing me closely.
    

    
      ‘Spying like little rats.’
    

    
      It hadn’t been long since my arrival in the Nerman Plains, but even here, there were enemies everywhere.
    

    
      My life was nothing but stormy.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 44: Ryker
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘There’s old and then there’s this...’
    

    
      I returned to the convert under the scrutinizing gazes. Just looking at the huge covert outer wall taking up one part of Denfors made me frown. It occupied a space bigger than most universities, but there were so many places in need of repair.
    

    
      ‘Even though I don’t even have any money.’
    

    
      In the end, all my problems could be fixed with money.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      After Count Pavess left, the soldiers loitering around also disappeared from the big covert. As I went inside, I saw quite a few people.
    

    
      ‘They’ve come. Huhuhu.’ You couldn’t call yourself a lump of simple desire, aka mercenary, if you didn’t drool at such attractive bait. ‘One, two, oho! There’s already a hundred of ‘em?’
    

    
      Unable to face the hangar where Bebeto was at, the gang murmured amongst themselves in a group. 
    

    
      ‘Ara? That guy is...’
    

    
      While I was looking at the mercenaries with satisfaction, one person caught my eye.
    

    
      ‘Isn’t that the guildmaster?’
    

    
      The slick-faced guildmaster who had answered me so apathetically at the Mercenary Guild was here too, standing at the head of the crowd.
    

    
      “Ah! H-He’s here!”
    

    
      As one of the mercenaries spotted me and yelled out, everyone turned in tandem to look at me.
    

    
      ‘My goodness, my cute little prey.’
    

    
      They probably thought of me as a pushover, but I saw them as prey.
    

    
      
        Clip clop.
      
    

    
      However I didn’t reveal any of my feelings on my face. Pretending to not see them, I slowly led the horse towards Bebeto’s hangar.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      I simply passed the mercenaries.
    

    
      “Stop right there, if you will.”
    

    
      Then I heard the guildmaster’s quiet voice.
    

    
      ‘He’s no ordinary fellow.’
    

    
      Not only did he have quite the mana, but there was a certain weight in his voice. The authority was palpable. 
    

    
      “Did you mean me?”
    

    
      ‘Argh, I can’t get used to this no matter how much I do it.’
    

    
      If I had stayed in Korea, I would have been nothing more than a talkative, cheeky kid. The ink hadn’t yet dried on my ID card; it wasn’t easy for someone as young as me to act like a distinguished knight. Not long ago, I had been fighting my way through a time of growth while pitifully begging my mother for just ten dollars and buttering her up.
    

    
      
        [TN: Koreans get their official identity card when they reach 17 years of age.]
      
    

    
      

    

    
      But now, I had become a noble who led the people with a long blade at his hip. At the same time, the weight on my shoulders was so heavy it could make you puke, which applied to even I.
    

    
      “What do you want to do?”
    

    
      “Do what?” I said, feigning ignorance at the guildmaster’s query.
    

    
      “It seems you don’t mind playing with your life and now you’ve even gotten dementia. Haha.”
    

    
      ‘Ara, would you take a look at him?’
    

    
      The guildmaster was mocking me in front of all these mercenaries.
    

    
      “Did you insult me just now?” I asked, my voice flat.
    

    
      “How could that be~ How could a mere mercenary insult an esteemed Skyknight with a baronet title? It was just that I wanted to know if you remembered what you promised.”
    

    
      The guildmaster, whose eyes were as blue as his hair, smiled with a hint of derision that contradicted his words.
    

    
      I descended softly from the horse.
    

    
      
        Hiss!
      
    

    
      And gently unsheathed my sword.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      As I did so, the mercenaries tensed. As the mood suddenly turned grim, they looked at each other in confusion.
    

    
      “How much?”
    

    
      “Let us start with 1,000 Gold per month.”
    

    
      “After I check.”
    

    
      “Haha. I will not decline.”
    

    
      From the moment I saw him at the Mercenary Guild, I could feel the guildmaster was no ordinary man of skill. It seemed I needed to stomp him down nicely once.
    

    
      ‘Why is someone with the status of guildmaster trying to work under me?’
    

    
      There was no doubt that the guildmaster, whose name I didn’t even know, had personally brought the mercenaries here.
    

    
      There was no need to say much.
    

    
      
        Cla-clang.
      
    

    
      ‘Dual blades?’
    

    
      What the guildmaster drew was not a longsword or even a rapier, but two swords of medium length.
    

    
      “For every 10 strikes of yours, my pay will go up by 1,000 Gold as a hazard fee.”
    

    
      
        Sizzzzle.
      
    

    
      The moment he pulled his blades, his aura clearly changed.
    

    
      ‘Master?’
    

    
      Though he didn’t even look 30, from the guildmaster’s swords came an Aura Blade that neared Master level.
    

    
      It was a surprise.
    

    
      “Here I come!”
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      As soon as he finished talking, a sword cut through space in no time.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      There was no time to think.
    

    
      Before I knew it, two swords were baring their vicious teeth towards my heart and lower body.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Cla-cla-clang!
      
    

    
      “Woooow!”
    

    
      ‘My liege!’
    

    
      Because of the swarm of mercenaries that showed up, Derval was as tense as a bowstring.
    

    
      For some reason, they gathered on the runway in the middle of the covert without approaching the hangars.
    

    
      Derval, who was tense alongside the dispatched soldiers because of those mercenaries, breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of Kyre. There was one knight and 20 soldiers here, but a hundred mercenaries was a force to fear. And they were Nerman mercenaries at that, who were rumored to be far more skillful than mercs from other places. They were rumored to not hesitate to resort to burglary. Derval couldn’t let down his guard.
    

    
      He was looking warily at such mercenaries when his trustworthy liege appeared.
    

    
      “It’s dangerous!”
    

    
      Because of the dense throng of mercenaries, Derval couldn’t see his liege anymore. However, from the sound of weapons being drawn, he could tell that his liege was currently in danger.
    

    
      “Let us go!”
    

    
      “Mm... To think that Mercenary Guildmaster Ryker came...”
    

    
      At Derval’s words, Knight Chase made a groan.
    

    
      “Is he a dangerous person?” asked Derval immediately, feeling that something was off.
    

    
      “I don’t know for certain, but a few months ago, he forcefully rose to the mercenary guildmaster position. I heard rumors that he exceeded Grade 1 and is being called a Special Grade mercenary.”
    

    
      “S-Special Grade!”
    

    
      The Special Grade label was attached only to Blade Masters or 6th Circle mages, as well as High Summoners. They were strong people who could receive a peerage from a kingdom with their skills alone.
    

    
      “Let us go!”
    

    
      Startled by the thought that this Ryker might be someone sent to assassinate his liege, Derval left the hesitating Chase and hurriedly ran over.
    

    
      “Let’s go!”
    

    
      As Derval recklessly ran towards the mercenaries, Knight Chase rallied the soldiers.
    

    
      His master, Baroness Janice, had given him an order.
    

    
      To do his very best to protect the rookie Skyknight.
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Schwing!
      
    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      I was facing dual swords for the first time and could not concentrate. One was going for my head while another was aiming for my waist, as lithe as a fox’s tail.
    

    
      
        Clang! Clang!
      
    

    
      ‘They’re full of strength!’
    

    
      I thought the strength in each blow would be halved because they were dual swords, but the guildmaster’s swords didn’t feel like that at all. Even as he sliced with his right hand, his left hand was thrusting.
    

    
      His swords were fast, precise, and full of power. It was hard to counter.
    

    
      
        Slice.
      
    

    
      ‘Damn!’
    

    
      While I was frantically struggling to adjust, the armor on my chest was sliced. The mithril alloy airplate was cut like butter.
    

    
      A steel sword’s sharpness plus Aura Blade.
    

    
      I could die.
    

    
      '.....!!'
    

    
      I clenched my teeth.
    

    
      I could use magic, but I didn’t want to do so.
    

    
      Use teeth to fight with teeth, and swords to fight with swords.
    

    
      I wanted to defeat the man in front of me with a sword.
    

    
      Rushhh. Understanding my intent, my mana pitched and rolled.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      A blue Aura Blade so bright it blinded the eyes burst from my sword.
    

    
      “...Master!”
    

    
      “Woah! It’s a Master-level Aura Blade!”
    

    
      As the Aura Blade ensconced my sword in blue, surprised cries burst from the onlooking mercenaries.
    

    
      Unlike the mercenaries, the guildmaster was not fazed. He made a peculiar smile.
    

    
      His sword also sizzled as it took on the hue of deep blue water.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      The guildmaster was retreating back a little as he focused his blade.
    

    
      ‘A Master’s special technique!’
    

    
      I could feel it.
    

    
      That the guildmaster was about to release his finisher.
    

    
      ‘Jeez! Why do I have to put my life on the line all the time?! I don’t even have life insurance!’
    

    
      I didn’t like this world’s rule that strength was king even if it got dangerous. Here on the Kallian Continent, if someone offended you, you’d have to draw your sword. If you didn’t like someone, you’d have to draw your sword. Or perhaps you wanted to test someone’s skills. You’d. Have. To. Draw. Your. Sword
    

    
      I really missed Korea, where the good ol’ police were standing watch.
    

    
      ‘I have to make my own move!’
    

    
      The strongest sword art I could use wasn’t my own skill, but the special technique of Hyneth’s family.
    

    
      I wanted today to be the last time I used it. I had my pride as a man—I couldn’t keep using someone else’s technique to preserve my life.
    

    
      “Hup!” I heard a grunt from my opponent.
    

    
      ‘He’s coming!’
    

    
      Two swords cut towards me.
    

    
      Sch-schwing! Two tangible energy blades whistled towards me without even leaving a shadow.
    

    
      Just as I expected, it was a technique only a Master could deploy. Swords made of mana took on tangible form and pierced through the air.
    

    
      “Blade Sword!”
    

    
      “Ohh! It’s Blade Sword!”
    

    
      The name ‘Blade Sword’ came from the mercenaries.
    

    
      “Hya!”
    

    
      My instructor had taught me that a shout is a concentration of one’s mind. I put my clear mind into the shout.
    

    
      My body rushed forward with light steps.
    

    
      
        Sch-sch-schwing!
      
    

    
      The Hyneth family’s shadow sword art, which somehow became my specialty, flew out.
    

    
      
        Clang! Claaang!
      
    

    
      The shadow swords unerringly blocked the guildmaster’s incoming Blade Swords.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      Now, I could perfectly make three shadow swords. They destroyed the guildmaster’s two Blade Swords, leaving one shadow sword to rush towards the guildmaster.
    

    
      
        Schwwwwinng.
      
    

    
      The guildmaster’s two swords had been swinging like two well-oiled cogs, showing no gaps. But now, one of them wavered, clearly exposing a gap.
    

    
      I would be a fool to miss that chance!
    

    
      A swing with my whole body in it cut diagonally towards the guildmaster’s shoulder.
    

    
      
        Cl-clang!
      
    

    
      Metal met metal with a clatter.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      He wasn’t even a real enemy, but my sword mercilessly aimed for my opponent’s neck. The guildmaster barely managed to block the blow by crossing his swords like a scissor. His face turned bright red from the overwhelming force of my mana.
    

    
      ‘Surrender, will you?’
    

    
      His whole body trembled as he put all his strength into blocking the sword inches from his face. His face changed from red to white.
    

    
      “I lo—”
    

    
      Then, just as he was about to say that he lost, I suddenly had the feeling that it would be a shame to end things like this. I had to engrave myself firmly in the minds of the mercenaries watching with bated breath.
    

    
      ‘Huhu.’
    

    
      Inwardly, I broke out in evil laughter.
    

    
      I still had plenty of mana left, so I simply raised my right leg and quietly but swiftly kicked the guildmaster’s most important place.
    

    
      
        Pow!
      
    

    
      I felt my foot hit something weighty.
    

    
      “AH-AHGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      The guildmaster’s gruesome scream rang out in the covert.
    

    
      And, as if he hadn’t participated in a sword duel just now, the guildmaster threw down his swords and rolled around on the ground in fetal position.
    

    
      “...Eurgh.”
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      The mercenaries groaned as if they could feel the guildmaster’s brutal pain.
    

    
      “Does any other brave mercenary want to check my skills?”
    

    
      The relaxed smile of a victor on my face, I looked at the surrounding mercenaries. But they either hurried to dodge my eyes or duck their heads.
    

    
      If I said I would give them a lot of money, all they had to do was to come and line up, but these fearless souls openly resisted me. As they sweated and stared at the guildmaster who was still rolling around while holding that place, it seemed as if they had finally found their lost sense of fear.
    

    
      “My liege!” Derval called out, having run up at some point.
    

    
      “Derval, go take care of that guy a little.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      ‘I wonder if they cracked?’
    

    
      The guildmaster’s you-know-what had felt pretty hefty. I was secretly worrying as I watched the poor chap who was on an all-inclusive round trip to Hell.
    

    
      ‘Dammit... It was exactly ten strikes right before the kick.’
    

    
      The cause of my worries wasn’t the guildmaster’s bleak future as a man, but my 1,000 Gold. 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “They’re worth using, somehow or another.”
    

    
      “It’s insufficient with 100 people, but if they do double shifts, it should be possible to cover the important areas of the covert.”
    

    
      The guildmaster, named Ryker, after taking a while to regain his senses after my last hit, acknowledged his defeat, and signed a year-long contract to work under me. After the guildmaster signed his contract, the mercenaries who followed him also hurried to stamp their thumbprints on their contracts.
    

    
      ‘Alright, now I finally feel like a noble.’
    

    
      Up ‘til last night, I had stayed in the hangar with Bebeto, but after Count Pavess left, I moved my nest to the office of the covert HQ.
    

    
      ‘Rotten bastard. He took all the important stuff with him.’
    

    
      Count Pavess had taken all the useful things in the HQ with him. Still, even this empty office was a hundred times better than a hangar.
    

    
      “Move Bebeto to the closest hangar, and bring Lucia’s family here.”
    

    
      “Already taken care of, sir.”
    

    
      ‘The more I see him, the better he gets.’
    

    
      As far as sharp-sightedness went, Derval sure was sharp.
    

    
      This was probably why every CEO or chairman had their own secretary—it was so they didn’t have to pay attention to the trivial things anymore. 
    

    
      “Just know that this is all thanks to me. The rumor that a Special Grade guildmaster has moved will spread far and wide, so starting tomorrow, they’ll come by the handful.”
    

    
      Ryker—whose eggs weren’t cracked (fortunately)—stood in a crooked position as he boasted his contribution.
    

    
      ‘Should I just break them for real? With a face like that, you could easily use him as a eunuch.’
    

    
      Ryker’s mental education was still lacking. From today onwards, he was no longer a guildmaster, but a man under my employ for a whole year.
    

    
      “Do your best for me. If things go well, I’ll buy you a big meal.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Trust me. I may look like this, but I’m someone who grew up with honesty in a family that knows no lies. Cough.”
    

    
      Even I felt embarrassed saying that and couldn’t help but cough a little at the end.
    

    
      But it wasn’t wrong.
    

    
      My family’s motto was ‘honesty.’ The problem was all the conditions that came under that umbrella.
    

    
      “Understood. I will try putting my faith in you.”
    

    
      Unlike his words, Ryker was looking at me with zero trust in his eyes. He definitely needed a bit more “convincing.”
    

    
      “But why did you want to work for me? For someone of your skill, Viscount Lukence or Baroness Janice would have surely treated you well.”
    

    
      There was no need to be suspicious of someone behind their back. 
    

    
      If there’s something you want to know, just ask! That was my method.
    

    
      “Huhu. It looked like it would be fun.”
    

    
      I was slightly startled by Ryker’s words.
    

    
      ‘This guy is also...’
    

    
      Mischief danced in his bright, blue eyes. This was probably why I felt a sense of similarity with him when we first met.
    

    
      ‘Young life, young life, the young life of youth! A YOLO’er!’
    

    
      
        [TN: Lyrics from an old Korean song. If you remember, it’s the same song from chapter 7.]
      
    

    
      Rather than living all complicated, a YOLO’er sought the most fun thing around them.
    

    
      He was, in other words, someone with the same mentality as me.
    

    
      “Ah, of course, the money seemed tasty too. That indiscernible brilliance coming from your body... In my eyes, you looked like the second coming of the God of Wealth, Lumianx.”
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      His way of laying his inner thoughts bare right in front of you was just like me, too.
    

    
      ‘With that face...’ A certain 21st century Korean drama suddenly came to mind. ‘F5 Song Woo-bi!’
    

    
      Song Woo-bi, one of the main characters in the drama that had been sensationally popular before I came to this world, Men over Flowers. He was a cool character with high stats, a good face, and a playful way of living life.
    

    
      ‘Then I must be... Kang Jun-pyo? Kuku!’
    

    
      
        [TN: Reference to Gun Jun-pyo, the male lead of K-drama Boys over Flowers. Filthy rich.]
      
    

    
      At one point, I, Kang Hyuk, had been a young prince with an unlimited card.
    

    
      Now I was a big-shot lord with a baronet title and a wyvern. There was no rule saying I couldn’t become a Kang Jun-pyo in this world!
    

    
      Dreams belonged only to the dreamer. I would definitely make my dream come true!
    

    
      “Good. I’m thankful that you evaluated me like that. That aside, what are your thoughts on the Nerman Plains?”
    

    
      He was the guildmaster for a while, at least in name. I looked forward to his rational evaluation of this place.
    

    
      “Here? Haha. It’s an utter mess. I’ve never seen this much of a mess in my whole entire life. Even the ever-chaotic eastern continent isn’t this bad. This place, where ambition has turned the ‘strongest noble’ mad, bloodthirsty enemies with hearts as black as tar are all around, the empire that owns the land is like a womanizer who claimed someone but is looking elsewhere, and the people are starved and ragged, kyaa, this must be the place most beloved by the God of Evil, Kerma.’
    

    
      The ugly contents of his speech didn’t suit his bright smile at all. Ryker laughed as he spoke without a care.
    

    
      “So why did you come here?”
    

    
      “Me? Dunno... I fell asleep drunk and ended up in this place’s harbor... Those damn bastards! Even though I definitely paid them enough to send me all the way to the Opern Empire! Gargh! Just let me catch you. I’ll cut a big hole in your bellies!”
    

    
      The passionate youth, Ryker, suddenly went from speaking normally to burning with bloodthirst.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, I shouldn’t have asked.’
    

    
      He only looked fine, but he clearly had a few screws loose. If he was put into a mental hospital, it would probably take him at least half a year before he was discharged.
    

    
      “That aside, Kyre, my mood is meh today, so would you like to go score a drink with me?’
    

    
      “A drink?”
    

    
      “Huhu. I know a good place that the others don’t know about. They’ve got half-elves and cold beauties from the Ice Empire. How ‘bout it?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Ryker was speaking to me, his employer, with a lascivious look in his eye and a lewd voice. 
    

    
      “Get out.”
    

    
      “Hehe. If that’s too much, then maybe a little advanced pay... Today’s the day I have to pay my tab...”
    

    
      ‘Sigh....’ At those words, a sudden thought occurred to me. ‘Dammit! The reason he came to me wasn’t because of the tab, was it?!’
    

    
      He was an extraordinarily talented person with a perfectly fine face and skills worth bragging about. But the only thing inside his head was carnal desire.
    

    
      “NO WAY! Derval, advance pay will absolutely NOT be given without my permission! And tell everyone that anyone who violates the contract and runs away will be fed to Bebeto!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      If things went wrong, my big plans could crumble even before they began. I thought I should focus and keep my head on straight.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, in a place where everything is a mess, how can there be anyone you can trust?’
    

    
      “Ah shoot... They even said some dark-skinned ladies from the Araktch Empire are coming today...”
    

    
      Even as he was going out the door at his dismissal, Ryker eagerly expressed his regret.
    

    
      ‘Damn bastard!’
    

    
      Curses towards Ryker suddenly burst out of me.
    

    
      Why did he say that?! A very pure curiosity about what kind of place Ryker mentioned might be, started burning... down there. 
    

    
      ‘Half elves... Ice beauties... Argh.’
    

    
      I was a healthy young man who had yearned for ‘enlightenment’ for a long time. The countless porn I’d watched without my parents knowing ran through my mind.
    

    
      ‘You idiot! It’s only manners to ask at least twice!’
    

    
      And suddenly, I felt rage burn towards Ryker.
    

    
      He was a truly rude guy with no manners. 
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 45: Guardian Knight Protecting Dreams
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Once the night deepened, I began to draw magic circles in the area of the covert I picked out, the dust hissing as it fell from my fingers.
    

    
      ‘Harder than I thought.’
    

    
      A few magic circles among the countless ones in my head were selected for the job. It wasn’t anything as weak as Alarm magic.
    

    
      ‘Shock magic circle, Wind Cutter, Fire Wall! Huhu. Should be a sight to see if someone gets caught.’
    

    
      A big feast was prepared for those who snuck up the covert walls instead of coming through the front gate. Like installing booby traps, magic circles were completed at the base of the walls. 
    

    
      ‘If they trigger it, the area 10 meters around should be fucked.’
    

    
      These magic circles couldn’t compare to the Greater Defense magic circle I was making on top of the walls, but they were perfect for the current situation.
    

    
      “Phew...”
    

    
      I started from nightfall and finished one every hour. The magic circles were getting completed so fast that if any other mage saw this, they might think that the god of magic had descended to earth. Such speed would be impossible if not for the magic knowledge engraved in my head.
    

    
      “They’re magic circles made with elemental formulas, so huhu, even I can’t predict how they’ll perform.”
    

    
      
        Ssszzzzz.
      
    

    
      I used mana to increase the stability of the magic circles made with magic crystal dust. My task was to cement the dust to the earth so that it wouldn’t be smudged by water, wind, or a certain amount of force.
    

    
      “Done.”
    

    
      The magic circle shone with a faint milky glow.
    

    
      I covered it with dirt.
    

    
      “I should be able to roughly finish things after a few days of hard work.”
    

    
      We wouldn’t be dealing with a forced offensive right away. Unless Viscount Lukence was an idiot, he wouldn’t come running to kill charming me. I had to use that time well.
    

    
      “The problem isn’t the soldiers, but the Skyknights.”
    

    
      1 vs. 12.
    

    
      That was something ghostbusting marines would sometimes say to their girlfriends as a joke while drunk.
    

    
      
        [TN: Something like “We were up 1 vs. 12! The enemies outnumbered us!”]
      
    

    
      That was exactly the situation I was in now.
    

    
      “One of them is inside a mansion within the city, and the others are holed up in that Gadain Castle place, busy making money.”
    

    
      If I could do as I pleased, I would knock them all right over, but that wasn’t possible. The three guys who fell under my hands only lost because they underestimated me so much, but twelve was a different degree from three.
    

    
      “Someone will soon take the bait. Before that, I should take complete control over those crazy mercenaries.”
    

    
      Nerman Plains mercenaries had come rolling in from here and there. I heard that all the decently strong natives were either formal soldiers or had joined the ranks of Viscount Lukence or Janice. The mercenaries were different from those natives. They were people I absolutely needed for my plans.
    

    
      ‘But do I really have to become the lord here...?’
    

    
      I was still conflicted. No matter how much you banged on a calculator, there was no good answer for this place. Rather than making money, even if you poured in time and effort, it would only result in a deficit. I was no Jesus or saint like Buddha; I didn’t want to waste my precious life while going as far as to take a guaranteed loss.
    

    
      But things were progressing just as my ominous forebodings predicted.
    

    
      ‘That aside, I need to invent a new sword art. Is there anything good I can use...?’
    

    
      My pride didn’t permit me to be satisfied with someone else’s technique. I was getting treated like a Master thanks to my overflowing mana, but something was still missing.
    

    
      ‘Ah! The stars are killer!’
    

    
      I looked up into the sky while thinking about a new sword art then saw the dazzling stars.
    

    
      My conscience wasn’t completely clear before God, but it almost was . I felt naked under the thousands…no, hundreds of thousands of stars whose names I did not know. Among them, there were eight stars lined up side by side like the Big Dipper.
    

    
      
        Schwinng.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Shooting star...’
    

    
      Just then, a shooting star flashed from one side of the sky to the other within moments. It left no traces, as if it had never been there.
    

    
      “Ghost.... Meteor!”
    

    
      Two words suddenly sprang from my lips.
    

    
      “Yeah! Ghost Meteor!”
    

    
      With the Hyneth family’s shadow sword art as a base, the shape of a new art was sketched out in my head. As the saying went, imitation is the mother of creation, my sword art, which would be created with the Hyneth family’s sword as a base, appeared and disappeared in my head like an illusion.
    

    
      I drew my sword, the steel hissing.
    

    
      An unidentifiable excitement enveloped my whole body. 
    

    
      This sword art, my sword art, was going to be clearly different from the shadow sword art.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, if I make one, I should make eight!’
    

    
      A sword art as fast as a shooting star, which disappeared before you knew it despite having tangible form. 
    

    
      I had to give it my best shot—a person who tried their best to draw a tiger would at least end up with a cat.
    

    
      “Ghost Meteor!”
    

    
      The stance wasn’t important. I filled my sword and head with mana that breathed along with me.
    

    
      ‘More destructive power than the shadow sword art! Faster speed! More obvious material form!’
    

    
      At my excitement, my heart thumped like I was on drugs. I controlled my beating heart as I drew in a deep breath.
    

    
      And then my upper, middle, and lower danjeon were opened. Even though I didn’t know what exactly made a Master, I had an exclusive breathing technique that allowed me to almost perfectly recreate the Hyneth family’s sword art after seeing it once.
    

    
      My mana core was on a different level from the cores of regular knights. Because of that, I was able to imitate a Master’s sword art more easily than others could.
    

    
      “Ghost Meteor!!”
    

    
      I shouted ‘Ghost Meteor’ at a great tree next to the wall.
    

    
      Eight shooting stars were drawn inside my head.
    

    
      
        Wooooooooooosh!
      
    

    
      My wide-open danjeons and every cell in my body trembled as an enormous amount of mana was sucked from the merged mana core formed at my waist.
    

    
      They were drawn out in my head, but to my surprise, eight shooting stars really did shoot out, just like I imagined.
    

    
      
        Schwing! Schwing! Schwing! Sch-sch-sch-sch-schwing!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      A technique that followed the movement of one’s sword, a technique only for Masters—Blade Sword!
    

    
      
        Pow! Pow! Po-po-po-po-pow! 
      
    

    
      Low explosion sounds rang in my ear.
    

    
      ‘...Guh!’
    

    
      And then, my heart suddenly felt clamped up as my breath stilled in my chest, and every muscle on my body stiffened as if bitten by a venomous snake.
    

    
      At the sudden paralysis of my muscles, my sword fell from my hand with a clatter.
    

    
      ‘D-Dammit...’
    

    
      My whole body was as stiff as if I was caught in a Hold spell; I couldn’t even move my lips.
    

    
      ‘Mana recoil!’
    

    
      A certain term popped up in my head. It was the same thing I had suffered that one time when I hunted a boar.
    

    
      My teeth began to chatter, and cold air flowed all over my body.
    

    
      ‘Fuck! Of course!’
    

    
      It was all fun and games in my head, but eight Blade Swords were definitely overdoing it for me.
    

    
      ‘Arghh...’
    

    
      It ached and hurt and even made me cold.
    

    
      Thankfully, it must not have been very extreme, because my body gradually loosened.
    

    
      “Phew...”
    

    
      And a short while later, as the mana filled up my depleted mana core, I was able to escape the mana recoil state.
    

    
      “The hell... Nothing happened.”
    

    
      The girthy tree, which had lived for many years, looked completely fine even after taking a blow from me that almost cost me my life.
    

    
      “Weird... Blade Swords did get sent from my sword...”
    

    
      I approached the tree, which looked completely fine by all appearances. Thinking it strange, I reached out to touch the tree.
    

    
      
        Crack! Crack! Craaaaack!
      
    

    
      
        Rummmbble.
      
    

    
      “Uwah!”
    

    
      The moment my hand touched the bark, there was a strange sound of something exploding from within, and then a moment later, the tree was divided into several pieces. I dodged the falling tree.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaashh.
      
    

    
      
        Pooooooooof.
      
    

    
      The tree crashed to the ground, sending dirt flying up all over the place.
    

    
      “E-Eight pieces?”
    

    
      As the dust was blown away, I could see the tree—the tree had fallen to the ground in eight pieces, its branches still trembling.
    

    
      I heard the sound of rushing footsteps.
    

    
      “Over there!”
    

    
      Just then, the patrolling mercenaries came running over, alarmed by the crashing noise. The big covert had to be covered by around 50 people doing double shifts, so they were a bit late in running over.
    

    
      “HAHA, HAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      I didn’t even hear the sound of the mercenaries running over. I simply burst out in refreshing laughter at the result made by me.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre! What is going on!” Recognizing me, five mercenaries asked what was going on.
    

    
      ‘Haah... But what happens if they don’t die in one hit?’
    

    
      A point of doubt suddenly occurred to me.
    

    
      If my enemy dodged the finisher I unfurled with all my might or if there were other enemies, I would surely become a pretty sitting duck in my frozen state.
    

    
      ‘I need more mana! Mana!’
    

    
      Moreover, I could not face Masters, who were called the very best, with only this level of destructive power.
    

    
      I simply had to overcome the barrier of the 6th Circle. Not to avenge my good ol’ Master, but in order to survive.
    

    
      The mercenaries stared at me and the tree with curious expressions, but I passed them, feigning indifference.
    

    
      It was just one crisis after another.
    

    
      I was a promising seedling who still had a lot more growing to do.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “There are already almost over 400 people. At this rate, I think we will reach 1,000 after a few days. To gather this many mercenaries within such a short time, as expected of my liege!”
    

    
      “It’s nothing much.”
    

    
      “No, no. They didn’t come because of you, but because they believed in me, the Mercenary Guildmaster whose heroic name has flown far and wide in the Nerman Plains. If I may be direct, did you do anything? There aren’t many crazy dudes trying to oppose Viscount Lukence with just a few coins.”
    

    
      ‘Holy.’
    

    
      Forgetting he himself had sold his allegiance for just a few coins as well, Ryker disparaged my contribution. I strongly felt the need to seize him and give him a true mental education one day.
    

    
      “Huhu. Viscount Lukence must be feelin’ anxious.” Happy for whatever reason, there was a satisfied smile on Ryker’s handsome face.
    

    
      Just like he said, Viscount Lukence must surely be sweating.
    

    
      “My liege, the problem starts now. Even if we fill our numbers with mercenaries, it will be difficult for them to oppose Viscount Lukence’s men, who have received regular training.”
    

    
      The smart Derval hit the problem right on the money.
    

    
      ‘It’s too much to turn mercenaries into loyal soldiers in a short amount of time... And the biggest problem is the wyverns.’
    

    
      The mercenaries had come out of curiosity or greed for double the pay. With them alone, it was too much to face up with Lukence, the lord of the land here.
    

    
      “Sir Ryker.”
    

    
      “S-Sir Ryker? Who dat?”
    

    
      Ryker, who had been giggling to himself, went round-eyed at the way I called him while dumbly pointing to himself.
    

    
      “From today onwards, with the noble authority vested in me by His Imperial Majesty, I grant thee provisional knighthood.”
    

    
      “Kek!”
    

    
      As I clearly emphasized the bestowal of knighthood, Ryker coughed and turned a vivid shade of yellow.
    

    
      “What, don’t like it? Just tell me if you don’t. I’ll brand you on the spot for scorning a noble.”
    

    
      If it’s on the ear, it’s an earring, and if it’s on the nose, it’s a nosering—the situation could change depending on how I painted it. I used the almighty wand of noble authority to knight Ryker.
    

    
      “N-No, that’s not it, but what about me would make you title me a knight...”
    

    
      “It’s alright. It was the same for me, too.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      “Alright then, Sir Ryker, display your leadership in order to take charge of the mercenaries! If not for a heroic knight of Nerman, who would lead those monster-like mercenaries? You have my complete trust, my Knight.”
    

    
      "....." Ryker’s face twisted into a scowl.
    

    
      ‘Kuku. Serves you right.’
    

    
      He dared to preen his feathers in front of me. I was determined to work him to the bone in the future.
    

    
      “Sir Derval, I will bestow a provisional knight title to you as well.” “Thank you! My liege!”
    

    
      Even though Derval couldn’t even use a sword properly, I granted him a knighthood too. I just did as I pleased.
    

    
      “Sir Ryker, quickly go out and divide the mercenaries up by skill. And Sir Derval, do your best handling the administration, including the logistics, of the mercenaries that will grow in number from today onwards.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      “.....As you command....”
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Now it’s time to play for real.’
    

    
      This was the current life given to me. I intended to excitedly play a round with high spirits.
    

    
      ‘Shall we go on a flight? It’s been a while.’
    

    
      The air above the Nerman Plains was fresh and unpolluted. I wanted to fly up and take a deep breath.
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Swoosh swoooooosh.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Spreading his big wings, Bebeto utilized the wind. The rushing of the wind rang in my ears through my airplate helmet.
    

    
      ‘What a huge plain!’
    

    
      Nerman boasted a size on the level of most duchies. For a valley ensconced by great mountains, this size was impressive.
    

    
      ‘Three lines of rivers combine to make the Lovent River. The plains are spread out around the river. There are small mountains and hills, but the height is right for growing fruit trees. If it’s simply developed, this land could easily feed ten million people.’
    

    
      It wasn’t just the plains. There were many mines hidden within the mountains, resources were truly bountiful. It was indeed a land blessed by God.
    

    
      
        Squeal, squeaaaaal!
      
    

    
      That is, if you just didn’t count all the monsters, including the orcs, running wild down below.
    

    
      ‘If it’s possible to clear them all away and connect our defenses by constructing forts...’
    

    
      Even during the flight, my thoughts did not stray away from Nerman Plains development.
    

    
      ‘It would be nice if it were possible to use Skyknights and soldiers to systematically push the monsters towards the mountains.’
    

    
      As we flew deep into the plains interior, ruined human villages and forts could be seen all over the place. When the monsters occupying them saw Bebeto, they either ran away or murmured as they alerted the others of danger.
    

    
      ‘There’s got to be hundreds of thousands of them.’
    

    
      Because it was flat land, forests were growing thick and monsters were scampering everywhere. Monsters with fairly high IQ like orcs and goblins were camped in groups with houses that looked like mud huts.
    

    
      
        Guooooooo~!
      
    

    
      Excited by the outing and uplifted by the monsters trembling in fear at the sight of him, Bebeto suddenly let out a roar.
    

    
      ‘Huh? What’s that over there?’
    

    
      I saw something through the visor of the helmet, which was made with the principle of Mana Scope.
    

    
      ‘Skyknight!’
    

    
      It was a flight of five. They must have not seen Bebeto and me yet, because the wyverns were still peacefully flying in crane wing formation.
    

    
      
        [TN: Crane wing formation is a semi-circular formation more rounded than a V-shape formation.]
      
    

    
      ‘They’re Viscount Lukence’s Skyknights.’
    

    
      The only person who would have more than three wyverns on the Nerman Plains was Viscount Lukence. They must have just gone hunting, because trolls were in the wyverns’ sharp claws. It was like a whole merry family was caught, because the trolls were all different sizes.
    

    
      
        Swooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Then the wyverns suddenly swerved towards me.
    

    
      The Skyknights controlling the wyverns had flashing Blessed Spears in their hands.
    

    
      ‘Do these guys not know any manners for fighting?’
    

    
      It was absolutely an unfavorable situation.
    

    
      I reached out and grabbed a Blessed Spear in both hands. Even if I were all alone, I couldn’t be a coward and flee with my tail tucked.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      However, the person at the front raised his hand and the Skyknights put away their spears.
    

    
      ‘That person is... he can’t be Lukence?’
    

    
      The man at the front was atop a huge wyvern that looked at least a head bigger than the others, even for a plain grey wyvern. A cloth with a winged unicorn on it was attached to the wyvern’s chest.
    

    
      
        Swooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Because we were flying towards each other, the distance was shortened to a hundred meters within moments.
    

    
      
        Swiiissshhhhhhh.
      
    

    
      ‘Mm...’
    

    
      As we were about to intersect, the group of wyverns swerved to the right. They were wearing helmets, so I couldn’t see their faces, but this was a demonstration of force.
    

    
      Guoooo! As if displeased by the sight of the wyverns that had rushed towards him, Bebeto let out a low cry.
    

    
      The butts of the wyverns as they flew away was tempting and conflicted me for a moment, but I decided to hold off. The man Kang Hyuk couldn’t treacherously hit someone from the back.
    

    
      “Endure it. There’ll be another day.”
    

    
      It wouldn’t be too late to go a round after I had a good look at Viscount Lukence’s face. My eyes still on the flight of wyverns already flying far away, I turned the reins.
    

    
      “Bebeto! Even those guys had one prey each, so how does it make sense for you to be sittin’ around? Show me! Show me your amazing ability to catch and lift two!”
    

    
      
        Guooo! Guoo!
      
    

    
      Understanding my words, Bebeto cried out vigorously.
    

    
      ‘Tsk tsk. What a simpleton.’
    

    
      Be it people or wyverns, flattery was a thing of wonder that could make someone work to the bone with just a few words.
    

    
      Feeling the dynamic movement of Bebeto as he beat his wings so strongly that all his muscles stood out, I gazed at the land.
    

    
      The Nerman Plains, which had drawn me strangely to it from the moment I laid eyes on it.
    

    
      I filled my eyes with the sight of this rascal, this wild, but thriving plains.
    

    
      Before I knew it, it had become a cute rascal that had taken a spot deep inside my heart.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Thu-thump.
      
    

    
      “Woow! Two trolls!”
    

    
      Another person whistled in admiration. “As expected of a Skyknight!”
    

    
      Two trolls were tossed to the ground from Bebeto’s claws. The two monsters that had opposed Bebeto and me but were turned into floppy punching bags were laying face first on the ground of the covert.
    

    
      ‘What incredible regeneration ability.’
    

    
      The wounds from Bebeto’s claws and my sword had cut through tendon and had been fairly deep, but they gushed blue blood and healed within no time.
    

    
      “Tell the merchants to come in.”
    

    
      After taking control of the covert, I had chased out the mages and merchants residing within. As long as this place was my home, I had zero desire to live next to all sorts of merchants.
    

    
      “How very impressive! Not a single person so far has caught two trolls at once.”
    

    
      The mercenaries stared and Bebeto and me with surprise as they flocked over.
    

    
      ‘Wow! There are even more of them already?’
    

    
      The mercenaries had poured in at the words that they would be paid double. Like Ryker said, it wasn’t just me; his propaganda effect as the Ryker the guildmaster had a share in this, too.
    

    
      
        Grrrrrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      “Geh! The trolls are moving!”
    

    
      “Th-they’re not even tied up! Uwaaaah!”
    

    
      
        Cl-cl-clang!
      
    

    
      In the short time I was looking at the mercenaries with satisfaction, the trolls shook off their unconscious state and were slowly getting up, their red eyes gleaming.
    

    
      Completely startled by that sight, the mercenaries hastily drew their weapons. They were huge monsters that would be difficult to face if you weren’t a Blade Knight, so the mercenaries were definitely feeling fear.
    

    
      However, I had this lovable little fellow with me.
    

    
      “Step on ‘em.”
    

    
      
        Guooo! 
      
    

    
      
        Flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      
        Crunch crunch.
      
    

    
      
        Squeaaaaaaal!
      
    

    
      As soon as the command fell, faithful go-getter Bebeto flew over to the two resisting trolls with frightening speed and trampled them down with his enormous weight and steel-like claws. 
    

    
      "....."With gruesome screams, the trolls were flattened into pancakes. The faces of the mercenaries froze with fear as they watched Bebeto. They were surely imagining what it would have been like if they had been the ones to get crushed into jerky instead of the trolls. 
    

    
      ‘Huhu. When stepping, step thoroughly.’
    

    
      Humans had a bad habit of not believing before seeing. In this moment, the mercenaries would get it straight—if they rebelled, they would be flattened like those trolls.
    

    
      ‘Hm? Now who might those guys be?’
    

    
      Mercenaries ran to the covert entrance at my order, and shortly afterwards, a few merchants and mages wanting to acquire ingredients came inside.
    

    
      However, it wasn’t just them.
    

    
      It was a scene that looked like pictures from the Korean War, something I’d seen often before. Around a hundred people in family units shuffled inside awkwardly behind the merchants. Holding one or two bundles each, they looked like refugees.
    

    
      “My liege, welcome back.” Just then, Derval appeared.
    

    
      “Who are they?”
    

    
      “That is...”
    

    
      Derval made a troubled expression at my query.
    

    
      “Mister...”
    

    
      It wasn’t just Derval who came, but also the cute kiddo Lucia, who had taken the covert as a playground.
    

    
      “Lucia, what’s up? Something you want to say?”
    

    
      I didn’t know about other kids, but whenever I saw little Lucia, I couldn’t help but smile.
    

    
      “Is it okay if I live with my friends?”
    

    
      “Friends?”
    

    
      “Over there...”
    

    
      Lucia pointed to the refugees with her hand. A few kids the same age as Lucia noticed my glance and nervously straightened.
    

    
      “They are people who were chased out from their homes by Viscount Lukence. They must have heard the rumors, because they were standing like that in front of the covert entrance starting early in the morning.”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      Lukence really was no different from a loan shark. From what I could see, these people seemed to have borrowed money like Lucia’s family for the protection fee and were chased out from their homes.
    

    
      ‘Rotten bastard!’
    

    
      The rich grew richer; he was a dirty human extorting money from those who were barely eking out a living on the Nerman Plains.
    

    
      My insides roiled.
    

    
      “Of course~ If they’re Lucia’s friends, they’re all welcome.”
    

    
      “Yippee! Our mister is the best!”
    

    
      ‘Eurgh. This kiddo’s calling me mister…mister.’
    

    
      The feeling of getting called a mister even though I was a lively youth just barely eighteen years of age... Anyone who hadn’t experienced it wouldn’t understand.
    

    
      “Come over here~ Our mister said everyone can live together~!”
    

    
      Waving with an excited voice, Lucia called the kids.
    

    
      “My liege has given permission. Everyone, please come here,” yelled Derval, who was watching from the side, to the people who were sending disbelieving gazes our way.
    

    
      “My goodness, sir, thank you.”
    

    
      “Sob sob. Thank you! Thank you so much!”
    

    
      Stepping forward at Derval’s words, the people kneeled in front of me.
    

    
      Unlike other places, this place was surrounded by monsters, pirates, and mountains, so there was nowhere for them to go. They wept tears as they expressed their thanks. Even though there wasn’t much I could do for them except distribute them empty hangars to keep the rain off their backs.
    

    
      “Derval, provide them accomodations and give them food. And if there are times you need people for covert repairs or other such matters, employ these people first.”
    

    
      “As you command!” responded Derval vigorously, his face full of happiness.
    

    
      “I’m thankful just for a place to sleep... but to even give us work.”
    

    
      “You will be blessed by Semire, sir.”
    

    
      ‘Shit, Lukence, you dirty beggar shithole. Was there really nothing to suck dry that you had to suck these poor people dry?’
    

    
      From the looks of it, they were poorly fed. Moreover, the adults aside, what kind of sin did these weak-as-hell kids commit? They all moved under Derval’s command, nodding their heads like bobbleheads towards me.
    

    
      A part of my heart prickled faintly.
    

    
      “Hoho. Aiton, let’s go over there. There’s a really cool wyvern named Bebeto.”
    

    
      “Wow! Can we really go see?”
    

    
      “Do we not have to sleep outside anymore?”
    

    
      “Of course! Our mister will take care of everything~! Because mister is the knight who protects our dreams.”
    

    
      The young kids had gathered next to Lucia. At her words, they all looked towards me with sparkling eyes.
    

    
      And I, facing those kids’ pure eyes, flashed a smile back.
    

    
      I didn’t know about any other people, but I wanted to give at least these kids who were brimming with hope, a future.
    

    
      A guardian knight protecting dreams.
    

    
      I was a Skyknight.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 46: Something Necessary for Those Living in the Here and Now
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Tell me what you know about the military commander here.”
    

    
      “Count Yaix? He’s a natural-born field commander. His sword skills have reached Master level and he’s even got the bravery not to back down in front of his enemies. Not a single person here has complaints regarding Count Yaix. Even now, it’s only because he is defending at a fort on the front lines that the people here can still one way or another live another day.” 
    

    
      Ryker pronounced his trust towards Count Yaix with a firm voice. “He’s famous within the empire, too. He is a noble who started as an ordinary knight and rose to counthood with his skills.”
    

    
      
        [TN: Everyone said Count Yaix, but in my heart, his name is Count Yikes. That is all.] 
      
    

    
      “Why is someone like him here? A count isn’t someone that can be pushed around so easily even within the empire.”
    

    
      “You can see it as Count Yaix having almost no political power even though he has outstanding military force. Due to the fact he doesn’t have noble origins, is from a regular knight family, and has a loyal, incorruptible temperament, he has long been ostracized by the other nobles.” Derval spoke as if he also knew.
    

    
      “He’s different from what I expected. Because he left someone like Lukence alone, I thought he was an incompetent noble greedy for money...”
    

    
      “It’s probably because of the Skyknights. It’s been about 5 years since Count Yaix was assigned here. But most of the Skyknights who came with him were killed in close combat due to pirates and those from the damned Temir tribes, and the only wyvern left is the one the count himself rides. That’s probably why he’s left Viscount Lukence, who has so many Skyknights, alone.”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, wouldn’t you know, his situational evaluation is pretty outstanding too.”
    

    
      I thought he only showed his skills when it came to chasing girls, but Ryker even had the ability to properly evaluate the situation. He divided the hundreds of mercenaries by skill level within a single day, and even appointed centurions to command them. He was more talented than I could have ever thought.
    

    
      “Where is he now?”
    

    
      “He is most likely in the northern territory where the Temir, demon beasts, and monsters frequently show up. In that direction, it’s a completely clear flatland unprotected by mountains.”
    

    
      “Will you go meet him at once, sir?” asked Derval after listening to Ryker’s explanation.
    

    
      The three of us had gathered in my office for a night meeting. I was looking for the best thing I could achieve with the means I had in hand.
    

    
      “No, not yet... That aside, is Denfors’ public security and defense entrusted to the soldiers under the military commander?”
    

    
      “That is ambiguous. The castle wall and the important forts in the area are being defended by the military commander’s soldiers, but the city’s public security is being arbitrarily enforced by Viscount Lukence’s soldiers. I believe Viscount Lukence has some kind of agreement with the commander.”
    

    
      “Then if we attack Viscount Lukence’s men and chase them out of the city, what do you think the commander will do?”
    

    
      “I’m not sure....”
    

    
      “Huhu. Don’t worry about that. The commander’s soldiers won’t help Viscount Lukence.” An inscrutable grim smile on his face, Ryker said his words with absolute certainty.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Most of the soldiers defending Denfors are native residents. In Nerman, when you become a man, you either become a mercenary or voluntarily enlist. Otherwise, it’d be hard for them to feed their families.”
    

    
      “Are Viscount Lukence’s men like that too?”
    

    
      “Most likely, yes. Most of the mercenaries who came here are Nerman residents as well. Foreign mercenaries wouldn’t want to butt heads with Viscount Lukence.”
    

    
      “So why come to me?”
    

    
      “It’s an explosion of rage. They can endure their disappointment towards the empire that made them this way, but their hearts are already filled with resentment towards Viscount Lukence, who has squeezed everyone’s necks to suffocation. For them, you are their hope.”
    

    
      ‘Ara?’ There was a blaze lit in Ryker’s eyes. ‘He’s actually got a pretty fiery sense of justice.’ 
    

    
      Inwardly, I admired the hot rage burning within Ryker’s eyes. I could tell that unlike his               “I am a gigolo face”, there were pretty decent thoughts swimming around in his head.
    

    
      “Argh! Lukence, that dirty and shameless bastard, is absolutely guilty of high treason that cannot be forgiven even with death!”
    

    
      “High treason?”
    

    
      As if he had been enduring his anger for a long time, Ryker clenched his fists with a resentful voice. I picked up on the words ‘high treason.’
    

    
      “That bastard, who I wanna hit two thousand times and then some! He’s selling off MY divinely blessed ladies to other places, an act that deserves divine punishment! Human trafficking!! Those blossoming ladies I couldn’t even hold yet... I CANNOT forgive him! I will put my very soul on the line until the day that that bastard, Lukence, is chased out!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Once Ryker finished, Derval and I could only gape slack-jawed.
    

    
      The reason he hated Lukence so much was actually only because Lukence trafficked the women who were supposed to receive Ryker’s love.
    

    
      ‘Argh! I’m definitely selling him off later! It’s dangerous to leave him by my side!’
    

    
      I made a decision.
    

    
      One day, I would chase Lukence off.
    

    
      And Ryker? I would either sell this guy off as a slave or send him on a raft to a land far, far away.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘To think it’s this much...’
    

    
      “Oi, over there! Stand in line, darn it!”
    

    
      “All the hangars are full, so set up tents outside!”
    

    
      After a long night of thinking about various things, I fell asleep for a while and woke up to a new morning. Because of the refugees rushing in, the covert began a bustling day even before sunrise. 
    

    
      “There are over a thousand mercenaries and refugees gathered. We are in immediate need of food for breakfast.”
    

    
      Derval was just as overwhelmed as I was. Rumors must have spread, because people with barely any clothes on their backs or food in their bellies came rushing into the covert’s doors holding their families’ hands. The mercenaries moved around noisily organizing the refugees.
    

    
      “Send someone to the Rubis Merchants and go get the necessary goods. Then distribute things for accommodation and food.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      How much had they suffered for most of them to be as thin as a stick? After struggling to live in the shadows of Denfors, to which they had grown accustomed to poverty, these people came to me. I couldn’t just heartlessly chase them out.
    

    
      ‘Rotten bastard...’
    

    
      The main culprit for everything was Viscount Lukence. My heart grew cold with surging rage.
    

    
      “Sir Knight! Please find our daughter for us!”
    

    
      “Sob sob... oh merciful sir knight, please, please find my poor daughter...”
    

    
      Among the refugees was a middle-aged couple who had been asking the mercenaries something before running towards me and kneeling, tears beginning to fall from their eyes.
    

    
      “What is the matter?” I asked.
    

    
      “Sh-she is our only daughter, just barely twelve years old... Argh. The soldiers of Viscount Lukence took her, saying we should pay the protection fee! Sir Knight! I will serve you for the rest of my life, so please just find my daughter. For her to be sold as a slave is... too unfair!”
    

    
      A fully-grown man resisted his tears as he burst out in sobs.
    

    
      “Please find my little sister as well!”
    

    
      “Sir Knight! Please find my mom!”
    

    
      As the middle-aged couple knelt, dozens of others came running as if waiting for this moment and began wailing at me to please find their little sibling or sister, and even their mother.
    

    
      ‘Dirty bastard...’
    

    
      The vile Viscount Lukence was even conducting human trafficking, as if there was nothing better to do.
    

    
      I clenched my fists, hard.
    

    
      Nobles were originally greedy for money, yes, but the trash viscount was endangering life and the fundamental dignity of human beings. I could no longer forgive him.
    

    
      
        Clang! Clang! Clang!
      
    

    
      “S-Soldiers are coming!”
    

    
      “They’re Viscount Lukence’s soldiers!”
    

    
      Just then, the watchtower bell suddenly rang and the mercenaries clamored with alarm.
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      “There’s a wyvern!”
    

    
      And that wasn’t all—a certain creature was approaching from far away. A single grey wyvern equipped with silver mithril gear flapped its wings as it rapidly approached.
    

    
      “My liege...” Derval looked at me.
    

    
      “Uwaaaah! They must be here to catch us!”
    

    
      “Waaaaah! No! I don’t want to be sold to slavery! Waaaaaahh!”
    

    
      The refugees screamed or wept as they wyvern neared. Their faces were filled with the fear of death, as if they had cast their eyes on a reaper from hell.
    

    
      “What are you all doing! Earn your keep! Block the entrance so that not a single one of those bastards can come in!”
    

    
      Even though Viscount Lukence’s soldiers, who were equipped with halfmail, swords, and spears, were about to march through the front door, the mercenaries were running around panicking without being able to put up a fight. The newly knighted Ryker screamed at them before drawing his sword and running towards the entrance. As Ryker took the lead, dozens of mercenaries followed him.
    

    
      “If you resist, you will be beheaded! You lot are illegally harboring Viscount Lukence’s serfs and criminals! Quickly send out the serfs and criminals! If you don’t, you will all be killed!”
    

    
      A mana-charged cry came from in front of the entrance.
    

    
      “P-Please don’t throw us away!!”
    

    
      “Sir Knight, please save us! If they take us away, all of our lives are forfeit!”
    

    
      “Uwaaaaaaaah!”
    

    
      The cries of adults and children alike echoed shrilly around me. They didn’t do anything wrong, but just because they were weak, they had to live like dogs.
    

    
      They were hanging their last hopes on me.
    

    
      ‘I won’t throw you away! Never!’
    

    
      The Nerman Plains was no different from a lawless land. I wasn’t a prophet like Jesus Christ or Muhammad, but a certain thing called ‘my conscience’ was alive and well inside me and was blazing red-hot.
    

    
      Swoooooosh. Baaaaaam!
    

    
      “Agh....”
    

    
      “AAAAHH!”
    

    
      One man who was begging me on his knees was speared in the back with a flash of silver. At the powerful force within the Blessed Spear, the man’s body burst into pieces, as if hit by a bomb.
    

    
      Splaaat! Blood and flesh spurted out all over the place.
    

    
      My mind went blank seeing the murder that had happened in a single moment.
    

    
      “DAD!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      “D-DARLING!!!!!!!”
    

    
      His family wailed as they looked at the exploded body.
    

    
      I felt something snap inside my head.
    

    
      
        Swoosh.
      
    

    
      My body shot forward towards Bebeto’s hangar.
    

    
      ‘I’LL KILL YOU... YOU PIECE OF SHIT—!’
    

    
      That seed of evil had used overwhelming force against utterly powerless civilians. He was flying around in a circle around the covert after throwing the Blessed Spear, exuding a completely relaxed vibe, as if the murder that just happened had nothing to do with him. 
      

    

    
      “Fly! Bebeto!”
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      My voice was sharp with quivering rage, and understanding my feelings, Bebeto flapped his wings with great force.
    

    
      ‘YOU BASTARD!’
    

    
      He had a chance to attack before Bebeto lifted off, but he was flying around waiting for us.
    

    
      He would regret that.
    

    
      The moment Bebeto was in the air, the likes of luck would have nothing more to do with him.
    

    
      ‘I’ll obliterate you.’
    

    
      
        Clash! Clash!
      
    

    
      “Block them! Catch them all!”
    

    
      “Behead them all!”
    

    
      “Yeaaaahh!”
    

    
      I saw mercenaries under Ryker’s command shouting as if they had a lot of resentment built up and raising their shields towards the entrance to meet the soldiers’ charge. I had employed hundreds of mercenaries, but there were only a hundred at best fighting at the front, whereas Lukence’s men numbered at least three or four hundred.
    

    
      However, I wasn’t worried about the entrance. There wouldn’t be anyone among the attackers on Ryker’s level.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, so you wanna play a round.’
    

    
      The wyvern and Skyknight above were completely clueless about me. They were flying right in front of Bebeto, who had climbed in altitude in a few moments.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      At that moment, I saw the light of a Blessed Spear. 
    

    
      An action that looked down on me.
    

    
      I reached out and pulled out a spear.
    

    
      Guooo! Bebeto roared as he flew straight towards our enemies.
    

    
      KWAAAA! The enemy’s wyvern also charged straight towards us.
    

    
      A match that couldn’t be avoided.
    

    
      Was I afraid? Not even a little.
    

    
      The only thing in my mind was a desire to see his Red. Hot. Blood.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Heheh, you foolish bastard.’
    

    
      The fearless little rookie chose a frontal match.
    

    
      According to the information, the opponent was a cadet who hadn’t been controlling a wyvern for very long. He was able to acquire a hybrid wyvern with some good luck, but not just anyone could become a Skyknight.
    

    
      A match in the sky required more cool-headed ability than on the ground. Flight skills and guts, as well as familiarity with one’s wyvern. The mere act of comparing a rookie who had just gotten his own wyvern with I, someone who had been through a lot with my wyvern for 10 years, was laughable.
    

    
      ‘I’ll send you off in one shot!’
    

    
      This ‘Kyre’ dared to fearlessly gather mercenaries and even take in people who were supposed to be dragged off as serfs. Without needing to report to Viscount Lukence, he simply came right away with the soldiers. An incident of this level should be settled by me. There was no need to gather the other Skyknights.
    

    
      ‘Closer! Closer!’
    

    
      While glaring at the rookie, Palmir saw through the visor of his magic helmet that the distance between them was just 1 km. There was nowhere for that wyvern who only had size going for it to run. However, Palmir, a Skyknight of Viscount Lukence, closed the distance more and more, as if hunting a wild wyvern.
    

    
      ‘NOW!’
    

    
      The moment they were within 500 meters, Palmir threw his fully charged Blessed Spear. The light of mana trailing behind it, the silver Blessed Spear shot off.
    

    
      ‘You’re dead! Rookie! Kuku.’
    

    
      Even if the rookie attempted a dodge maneuver, at this distance, there was no way to avoid. The spear was already charging towards the enormous golden-striped wyvern’s heart.
    

    
      “Ah!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      Even as Palmir was imagining the sight of his spear punching through the wyvern’s heart, he let out a cry at the blue rays of light that suddenly flashed in front of the rookie’s wyvern.
    

    
      
        Cl-cl-clang!
      
    

    
      He heard the impact too late.
    

    
      ‘M-Magic swordsman!’
    

    
      Surprisingly, his spear crashed into something and rebounded down to the ground.
    

    
      And a certain term, ‘magic swordsman,’ popped into Palmir’s head.
    

    
      ‘It’s dangerous!’
    

    
      Along with that term came a wave of fear that traveled up his spine.
    

    
      Then, he saw it. Because they had flown right at each other, the distance was only 100 meters. He saw the silver Blessed Spear in the rookie’s hand leveled at him.
    

    
      He should be taking out another spear, but the white wave of fear made Palmir’s hand tremble like a leaf in the wind.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      He glimpsed the spear cutting through space as it flew towards him.
    

    
      ‘NOOOO!!!!!!!’
    

    
      The distance was short, not even 100 meters.
    

    
      As he watched the spear flying towards him, an awful cry rang out in his mind.
    

    
      Crunch! The heavy spear punched through his airplate.
    

    
      
        Tremble...
      
    

    
      ‘Da....mmit.....’
    

    
      It couldn’t go straight through because of the mithril armor, but the Blessed Spear had lodged itself deep into Palmir’s heart and was poking out his back.
    

    
      There was no pain.
    

    
      His consciousness drained into a field of white.
    

    
      That was the last fragment of memory Palmir had in this world.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Bebeto! Skewer him!”
    

    
      
        Kwaaaaa!
      
    

    
      The grey wyvern was unaware that a spear had ended his master’s life. As the distance between us closed, he cried out as he swerved and descended towards the ground on his own.
    

    
      I gave Bebeto the order to skewer that wyvern.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      Excited by the thrill of battle, Bebeto roared loudly enough to shake the heavens before plunging down towards the grey wyvern’s back.
    

    
      
        Swoosh swooooosh.
      
    

    
      As soon as Bebeto started chasing him, the wyvern fled like a fire was lit under his ass.
    

    
      
        Crunch!
      
    

    
      However, Bebeto hounded him with nearly double the speed and pierced the joint between the wings and the body with his sharp claws.
    

    
      
        KWAAAAAAAAAAAK!
      
    

    
      The grey wyvern let out a horrifying scream at the sudden pain.
    

    
      Flap flap flaaaaap. Strong ol’ Bebeto dragged the struggling wyvern up into the sky with incredible strength.
    

    
      “Ah....”
    

    
      “H-How can that be!”
    

    
      The battle below stopped before it could even get fierce. Everyone saw the Skyknight leading them get killed and his wyvern get subdued.
    

    
      “Uwaaaaah!”
    

    
      “R-RETREAT!”
    

    
      Viscount Lukence’s soldiers screamed as they fled in all directions.
    

    
      “WAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      “Sir Kyre is victorious!”
    

    
      The mercenaries and residents raised both fists high in the air as they cheered my victory.
    

    
      “Bebeto! Let’s go down!”
    

    
      They provoked me first. Standing here idly waiting for another attack was something only an idiot would do.
    

    
      
        Guoooo!
      
    

    
      Excited by his own strength, Bebeto dragged the thrashing wyvern and landed on earth.
    

    
      
        Th-thump.
      
    

    
      A wyvern easily weighing several tons was hurled onto the ground.
    

    
      “Derval! Ryker!”
    

    
      “At your command!”
    

    
      Their faces flushed with excitement towards me, who easily captured a wyvern and landed on the ground, Derval and Ryker ran over. 
    

    
      “Gather the mercenaries! We are taking control of Denfors right now!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The two were flustered by the sudden, extreme command.
    

    
      “Derval, go inform the troops defending the city that a personal dispute between nobles has arisen. And Ryker, rally the mercenaries and follow me!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      “I shall do my best to honor your command!” At my decisive command, Ryker whistled and rejoiced. “Hey! Everyone! It’s the boss’ orders! He wants to go strip Viscount Lukence’s mansion clean! Everyone, follow me!”
    

    
      Without needing to hear any other orders, Ryker quickly moved to lead the mercenaries.
    

    
      ‘Lukence, I’ll catch you right off guard!’
    

    
      There was no way Viscount Lukence could have imagined that I would create such a huge fuss when it hadn’t even been long since my assignment here.
    

    
      I was determined to occupy Denfors, the city that could be called the heart of the Nerman Plains.
    

    
      The battle was only beginning. With greater risk came greater excitement and more gain to win.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go!”
    

    
      GUOOOOOOO~!  
    

    
      At my command, Bebeto let out a long cry as he flapped his lengthy wings.
    

    
      “Let’s take them all down!”
    

    
      “We’ll chase all those fuckers out of the city!!!!!”
    

    
      Perhaps bolstered by the victory I showed them, the mercenaries whooped loudly.
    

    
      “UHAHAHA! Today’s dinner will be a victory party! Everyone, charge!”
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAAH!”
    

    
      Thump thump thump thump thump. 
    

    
      The mercenaries charged like wild horses behind Ryker’s lead, as if all reason had flown out the window.
    

    
      ‘Lukence, let’s fight it out at once!’
    

    
      My blade was already drawn.
    

    
      The only thing left was to win the final battle.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “What? Occupied?”
    

    
      “Yes. According to the report just now, the rookie baronet named Kyre forcefully occupied the city of Denfors.”
    

    
      “What nonsense is that! How can he swallow Denfors?! There were Viscount Lukence’s soldiers and Palmir, so how??”
    

    
      Janice, who had just returned from a patrol around her area of protection, was informed of an utterly ridiculous situation.
    

    
      “Palmir was killed in aerial combat. Of the viscount’s 500 soldiers, the dead or seriously wounded number around 50, around 400 surrendered, and around 100 fled.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The knight in charge of information gave a calm report.
    

    
      “Holy, this is just ridiculous...”
    

    
      “Kuku. I knew he wasn’t a normal rookie, but to take control of Denfors in just a few days... I’m gonna go nuts.”
    

    
      Berketh and Atisann, who were always by Janice's side because there weren’t that many Skyknights, were making dumbfounded expressions.
    

    
      “This crazy... Viscount Lukence won’t stay still.”
    

    
      There weren’t many of Viscount Lukence’s soldiers and knights stationed at Denfors. It was an easy feat to seize the city even with the men under Janice's banner.
    

    
      However, the problem was Viscount Lukence’s fierce attack that would surely follow. 
    

    
      The current Lukence had such a powerful military force that even the elite Bajran troops stationed in Nerman could not block them.
    

    
      “This could be a good thing. We were going to get caught by Viscount Lukence if things went on like this anyway. It might not be a bad thing for us to use this opportunity to go at it with Lukence.”
    

    
      “My liege, just like Berketh said, this is something that would have happened after a few months anyway. I also think this is a good opportunity to declare war with Viscount Lukence.”
    

    
      While Janice was busy racking her brains, the Skyknights under her command advocated for an assertive offensive.
    

    
      “The problem isn’t Lukence... It’s the guys behind him. Those guys, who can crush a place like this within a single breath....”
    

    
      Fear trembled slightly in Janice's eyes as she agonized.
    

    
      Viscount Lukence was daunting too, but there was a helper behind him. She had recently confirmed that those guys, who even the Laviter Empire were helpless towards, had clasped hands with Lukence.
    

    
      ‘Kyre, this is your last chance. Come to me... That’s the only way you can survive.’
    

    
      Kyre’s face appeared in her thoughts. A man with strange thoughts and black hair that was uncommon on the continent. A man of mystery who explosively achieved something Janice was to this day unable to put in motion.
    

    
      She had no doubt.
    

    
      That Kyre, pressured by all the military force at Lukence’s disposal—including Skyknights—would come looking for her help.
    

    
      “From this moment onwards, we’re moving into a state of emergency. Have the knights and soldiers ready to move out at a moment’s notice!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Viscount Lukence’s base, Gadain Castle, was three or four hours on horseback from Denfors.
    

    
      Janice decided to fight it out with Lukence as soon as Kyre came to her for help. In any case, if things went on like this, she would either die or have to flee. 
    

    
      She instinctively knew that it was time to draw the sword she had honed until now.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “372 surrendered, 57 died, around 80 escaped. Damage to the mercenaries: 1 dead, 7 injured. And we were able to rescue around 150 of those captured.”
    

    
      The short battle with Viscount Lukence’s soldiers had occurred in moments. While we were at it, we seized control of Denfors with a flurry of commotion.
    

    
      And now, Derval was reporting the results of the battle.
    

    
      I organized the situation in my head with my eyes tightly closed.
    

    
      ‘Things happened faster than I had planned.’
    

    
      Around now, Viscount Lukence had probably heard about the battle at Denfors.
    

    
      I wasn’t even the one who started the fight, but things had developed into a game of King of the Hill where one of us had to die.
    

    
      “Also, we were able to seize around 150,000 Gold in cash and hundreds of arms, including armor.”
    

    
      ‘150,000? Tastier than I thought.’
    

    
      If his mansion in Denfors was like that, I couldn’t even imagine how much money must be at Viscount Lukence’s personal castle.
    

    
      “What do you want to do now? Viscount Lukence won’t stay still...”
    

    
      Even as he reported, the color of Derval’s face wasn’t so good. Anyone with a head on their shoulders should know how dangerous the current situation was.
    

    
      “What else! We gotta rip them all apart!”
    

    
      As if encouraged by our recent victory, Ryker exuded utter confidence.
    

    
      “Derval, tell me what your thoughts are. What do you think I should do right now?”
    

    
      I asked Derval, who was intelligent, unlike the stupidly confident Ryker.
    

    
      “There are three methods available to you right now, my liege.”
    

    
      “Hm? There’s three methods that aren’t just crushing them?”
    

    
      “One, with Denfors as a base, control public sentiment and use volunteers as well as the mercenaries to start a full-fledged war. Two, join hands with Baroness Janice to battle Viscount Lukence’s forces. Three, simply seek asylum.”
    

    
      Even Deral wouldn’t be able to come up with something amazing in this situation.
    

    
      “Out of those methods, the one with the greatest chance of success is probably joining hands with Baroness Janice?” Ryker nodded his head at Derval’s words as he picked out the best method.
    

    
      ‘Janice....’
    

    
      Baroness Janice's face of iron came to mind.
    

    
      ‘She won’t offer to help first.’
    

    
      The one who reached out first would end up under the other. I had the pride of a young man; unless it was the woman I loved, I didn’t want to bend the knee to a lady.
    

    
      “The problem is that this has to be resolved quickly. When the order to formally withdraw the troops comes from the empire soon, it’s a given that Nerman will fall into Viscount Lukence’s hands. On top of that, the 20,000+ conscripted men left behind will all go to Viscount Lukence. If that happens... there will be no solution.” 
    

    
      Unambiguously outnumbered.
    

    
      No other words were necessary.
    

    
      “But my liege...” The listening Ryker quietly called me his liege.
    

    
      “Do you have something to say?”
    

    
      “It’s just...” Ryker scratched his head as he spoke. “What are you trying to do here? What in the world do you want to do here on these cursed plains, which will soon be taken over by monsters or pirates, or those Laviter Empire bastards? Unless your head isn’t full of rocks, you wouldn’t want to become the lord.”
    

    
      Ryker doubted my current actions and asked honestly.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Derval looked at me as if he was curious, too. He had stirred the beehive that was Viscount Lukence like I ordered in the spur of the moment, but he also didn’t know what my ultimate goal was. 
    

    
      “Just cause.”
    

    
      “W-What do you mean by ‘just cause’...”
    

    
      “Sir Ryker, would you stop to think before you defend against an orc that comes charging at you on the street, wanting to kill you? If you got hit by a poison arrow and your life or death was in flux, would you first make sure you knew who the witnesses were before getting treatment?”
    

    
      “No, but...”
    

    
      “I’m the same way. I was simply assigned here, and someone named Lukence is a very dangerous guy for my continued life here, and I’m simply doing my very best in order to survive. There’s no other reason. I make sure my life is preserved before looking around me. The real reason is that I’m no high priest living with some noble mentality of sacrifice, but an ordinary human just trying to survive.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Silence enveloped the room for a moment.
    

    
      “Derval, where is the captured wyvern?”
    

    
      “We have temporarily tied it up in Bebeto’s hangar. The injury to its wings is considerable, so it shouldn’t be able to escape.”
    

    
      Pierced at the tendons by Bebeto’s steel claws, the wyvern was severely injured. I couldn’t just leave it.
    

    
      “Hire some fleet-footed mercenaries or informers to observe Viscount Lukence’s movements.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      At my words, unlike Ryker, who was still lost in thought, Derval shouted acquiescence with vigor. Because Derval was someone who believed in me and followed me no matter what I did, he didn’t ask much. And I liked that part about him.
    

    
      We were creatures living day by day without knowing what was to come.
    

    
      What kind of huge aspirations or hopes could we possibly have?
    

    
      We simply held onto one dream that made us happy just thinking about it and rushed forward day by day towards it.
    

    
      That alone was enough.
    

    
      Everything else besides that dream was a luxury.
    

    
      They were merely decorations unnecessary for those living in the here and now.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 47: My Goodness, This Person!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Salute!”
    

    
      In the covert that had become my foothold, the mercenaries who returned from sweeping Viscount Lukence’s mansion clean saw me and fired off salutes that really didn’t suit them.
    

    
      Grrr grrrrrrr. Having lost his home, Bebeto expressed his complaints with low growls.
    

    
      ‘Just hold on a bit. I’ll make you a lackey.’
    

    
      I couldn’t waste a valuable wyvern that was still perfectly alive. With a certain method drawn out inside my head, I opened the side door and went inside.
    

    
      ‘Take a look at this guy...’
    

    
      The wyvern’s partner Skyknight had died and it had also suffered deep wounds. As I went inside, it glared at me with grey eyes full of bloodthirst, completely unaware of the ill-fate awaiting it.
    

    
      ‘It’s a female.’
    

    
      Male wyverns had hard combs (like rooster combs) 50 cm large protruding around their horns. On the other hand, females only had traces of a dull-colored comb on their heads. The wyvern with steel chains on its ankles was a female.
    

    
      
        Grrrrrrr.....
      
    

    
      Her throat trembled as the wyvern glared at me with bloodthirsty eyes.
    

    
      I simply sent a cold smile her way.
    

    
      ‘Your master deserved to die twice over.’
    

    
      I did give people serious injuries with a sword before, but until now, I had never committed murder. However, the actions of this wyvern’s master had made me commit my first ever murder.
    

    
      My heart was calmer than I expected. Compared to the unpardonable, atrocious murder committed by this wyvern’s master, my actions looked almost noble. And the deciding point was that he was someone who had tried to kill me. My actions were merely self-defense.
    

    
      
        Swwwiiishhh!
      
    

    
      ‘Holy!’
    

    
      The wyvern suddenly tried to skewer me with her sharp horns, which looked like they would carve a hole in me the moment they met flesh.
    

    
      I swiftly retreated to block the rude wyvern’s attack.
    

    
      “Why do this? Like an amateur.”
    

    
      As a refreshing smile appeared on my lips, I made an expression of concern. Then, I smoothly raised my hand.
    

    
      
        GRR! GRRR!
      
    

    
      
        Stomp stomp!
      
    

    
      As soon as I did so, the brat clamored as if thinking I was going to attack her.
    

    
      “Silence!”
    

    
      I cast Silence within the hangar while watching her antics. What happened from here on out absolutely had to stay a secret.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu... You’re done for!’
    

    
      What I came up with was wyvern mental modification. It was a method you couldn’t even dream of if you weren’t a mage.
    

    
      “It hurts, right? Bebeto, that jerk, is real scary. Seriously, how could he treat a lady this rough? It’s not something I did, but I sincerely apologize.”
    

    
      I heard that most wyverns had intelligence exceeding that of monkeys. Therefore, they could interpret most of the words spoken by humans. My voice filled with kindness, I apologized to the injured wyvern over Bebeto’s roughness.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The wyvern stopped rampaging at my sudden apology. But convincing her with a few words was impossible.
    

    
      “Can’t believe me, right? Alright, I understand. If not for me, your master wouldn’t have died, and you wouldn’t have gotten so hurt, either... But it can’t be helped. If it were you and someone was coming after your life, would you have accepted your death with a smile?” I tried to explain my actions with a gentle tone, as if persuading a human. “That being said, I’m sorry that he died. If my skills were more exceptional or I hadn’t been so flustered, it should have been possible to not kill him, but... I apologize again for that.”
    

    
      I attempted to bait the wyvern, something I had learned from Master.
    

    
      This was something that had already worked on Bebeto. I was certain that this method could save this twitchy grey wyvern and make her my own.
    

    
      “O Hand of Healing, appear before me! Heal!”
    

    
      I used Heal on the wyvern, who was blinking as she sent a deeply suspicious look my way.
    

    
      Yellow light of mana filled with life covered the wyvern’s whole body as she flinched.
    

    
      ‘Dammit!’
    

    
      Because of all the injuries on its huge body, even though it was only a 2nd Circle healing spell, it used nearly as much mana as a 5th Circle spell would.
    

    
      
        Sizzzleeee.
      
    

    
      The spell’s healing power shone for around one minute. The wyvern squirmed at the magic at first, but then submitted to the magic, as if reassured by the comfortable energy. Shortly afterward, the magic disappeared.
    

    
      ‘Excellente~!’
    

    
      Even though the wounds inflicted by Bebeto had been deep, the wyvern was perfectly healed by my very sincere(?) spell.
    

    
      “It’s a small sign of my remorse.”
    

    
      The wyvern was completely surprised by her injuries disappearing in just moments. However, the venom in her eyes wasn’t completely gone yet.
    

    
      “And... since things have become like this, why not have a new start with me?”
    

    
      After doling out injury and then medicine, I proceeded onto my real plan.
    

    
      
        Grrrrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      However, she must still have resentment towards me, because the wyvern bared her teeth and showed her refusal.
    

    
      “Alright. I don’t want to force you.” Making a gesture of reassurance, I continued to smile like a good person. “I’ll bring you fresh food soon, so go ahead and eat your fill. I’m going now.”
    

    
      In this situation, I had no intent to force this trembling wyvern.
    

    
      Ker-chunk. And as if I really didn’t have any hidden intentions, I opened the hangar’s side door and went outside.
    

    
      
        Guuu?
      
    

    
      As I came outside, Bebeto, who had been straining his ears against the hangar walls, looked at me doubtfully. Because of the Silence spell, he hadn’t heard a single word. His golden eyes were filled with curiosity.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, Bebeto, do your best.’
    

    
      From here on out, Bebeto had an important part to play.
    

    
      “Bar everyone from coming within 100 meters of here!”
    

    
      Ryker had set up a guard around the hangar with the most decent mercenaries at his disposal. 
    

    
      “As you command!” shouted the mercenaries before hurriedly retreating outside the 100 meters.
    

    
      “Bebeto, I’m sorry for what I’m about to say, but I feel that it’s something you should know.”
    

    
      Bebeto, ever so good at understanding my words, cocked his ears.
    

    
      “The grey wyvern inside just said...” As soon as the wyvern was mentioned, Bebeto’s eyes became sharp. “That you suck.” 
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Bebeto seemed troubled for a moment by the meaning of ‘you suck.’
    

    
      ‘You don’t even know what that means?! You stupid idiot!’
    

    
      A stronger push was needed.
    

    
      “And she also called you a stupid pervert wyvern that isn’t even purebred and only has size going for him.”
    

    
      ...GUOOOOOOOOOO!
    

    
      Until now, Bebeto had lived his whole life caged up due to being a hybrid wyvern. His eyes rolled wide at the words ‘purebred’ and ‘pervert.’ 
    

    
      ‘Oooh! That’s it! That’s exactly it!’
    

    
      Bebeto glared at the hangar door with wild eyes.
    

    
      No further words were necessary. I scrambled over and opened the hangar door wide, the door creaking.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      
        Stomp stomp stomp!
      
    

    
      The earth shook as Bebeto charged inside.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto! Don’t kill her. Huhu.’
    

    
      I made a sly smile towards Bebeto, who charged in.
    

    
      As soon as Bebeto was inside, I swiftly closed the hangar door with a big thump.
    

    
      
        THUMP THUMP.
      
    

    
      A moment later, I felt the earth tremble under me as if there were an earthquake. I couldn’t hear the grey wyvern’s gruesome cries because of Silence, but just seeing the way the hangar was shaking, you could tell what was happening inside.
    

    
      ‘Should I slowly go in now?’
    

    
      Maybe around 5 minutes had passed.
    

    
      I felt the quaking of the earth stop and opened the hangar door.
    

    
      “BEBETO!!!! WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      Seeing the still-chained-down grey wyvern half unconscious and Bebeto standing before her licking his blood-stained claws, I gave him an exaggerated yell.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu! Bebeto, you’re really my lucky charm!’
    

    
      As I raised my voice to accuse Bebeto and went inside, the grey wyvern on the brink of death made pitiful squawks as soon as she saw me.
    

    
      Those cries were automatically translated into ‘please save me’ as they flowed like honey into my ears.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “That’s right, that’s a good decision. Let’s do our best together from now on.”
    

    
      
        Guu. Guuu.
      
    

    
      After I reached out my hand, the grey wyvern pushed her horns carefully against my hand to show her consent. Even as she did so, she looked at the hangar door with wary eyes. Her eyes were filled with concern that Bebeto might come crashing in at any moment and beat her to death.
    

    
      ‘As expected, there’s nothing one can do against pure force. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Simple Bebeto crashed into the hangar at my lies a total of five times. After dragging Bebeto out each time and using my very sincere(?) healing magic, the grey wyvern raised the white flag of surrender.
    

    
      The wyvern’s confident and vigorous pride from before was thrown to the passing dogs and she was transformed into a meek lamb.
    

    
      Right now in her mind, Bebeto was the bad one. She could only think of me, the person standing before her now, as her savior.
    

    
      “I’ll bring you a new master in a few days. Rest up until then.”
    

    
      
        Guu guuuu.
      
    

    
      Still warily staring at the door, she rubbed her long horns on me.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I’ll take Bebeto, that naughty gangster of a brat, somewhere else.”
    

    
      Stroking her head as she rubbed her horns on me, I reassured her.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. You have acquired: one wyvern!’
    

    
      A happy sound rang out inside my brain.
    

    
      ‘How much money is this, exactly?’
    

    
      The price of a wyvern AND the gear it was wearing. The satisfaction of scooping up what was basically the price of a territory made my body tingle.
    

    
      ‘Now I have two wyverns, too! Uhahahaha!’
    

    
      If I could keep acquiring wyverns like this, even taking over the continent wouldn’t be a problem.
    

    
      “Alright then, see you tomorrow.”
    

    
      We shared a warm farewell before I opened the side door and left.
    

    
      
        Guuu.
      
    

    
      The waiting Bebeto pushed his head into me and demanded affection.
    

    
      “Alright, my goodness, my baby. You did well today~”
    

    
      I patted and stroked Bebeto’s bowed head with a good mood.
    

    
      Guoooooo. Bebeto grew happy at my petting.
    

    
      Behind him, the sun was already setting. So much had happened between the rising and setting of the sun. Contentment from spending a truly productive day filled my heart.
    

    
      “Bebeto, shall we go on a flight?”
    

    
      
        Guoooo!
      
    

    
      As if wagging his tail, the brat let out a happy warble.
    

    
      I lightly jumped onto Bebeto’s back.
    

    
      “Let’s go! Bebeto!” I cried out, grasping the reins attached to Bebeto. 
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooo!
      
    

    
      With a mighty roar, Bebeto flapped his two powerful wings.
    

    
      
        Swoosh swooooosh.
      
    

    
      My body floated up, and then the exhilarating feeling of soaring into the sky hit me.
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      The red sun that had dipped halfway into the earth dazed my eyes.
    

    
      
        Swoooooosh.
      
    

    
      A stream of wind flew into me.
    

    
      I took a deep breath.
    

    
      And closed my eyes.
    

    
      Around me was the perfectly clean wind and the glow of the setting sun atop my closed eyelids.
    

    
      I didn’t have a single thought. Just the feeling of all the fatigue clinging to my body flying away into the wind.
    

    
      It was nice.
    

    
      The emotion I was feeling right now was simply and utterly... nice.
    

    
      

    

    
      “Palmir is dead?”
    

    
      “Y-yes. Not just that, but the troops in Denfors have all been scattered.”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      Inside Gadain Castle, which was a three to four hour ride on horseback from Denfors, the castle owner, Lukence, stroked his blue beard as he frowned slightly.
    

    
      “Is it Baroness Janice?”
    

    
      “N-no, sir.”
    

    
      “Not Janice? Then did the military commander come personally?”
    

    
      Lukence was slightly startled that the culprit wasn’t who he thought it was. The thin Lukence’s eyes filled with questions.
    

    
      “It is that guy. The person newly assigned to Weyn Covert, Baronet Kyre, is responsible.”
    

    
      “What? Baronet Kyre? You’re telling me he alone killed Palmir and seized the city?” The flustered Lukence’s voice trembled.
    

    
      “He wasn’t alone. I am told that hundreds of mercenaries rallied under him and became his men. Along with the Mercenary Guildmaster Ryker, who you said to win over, my liege.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Lukence’s mouth shut at the words of the knight who was reporting the incoming information with an apologetic expression. And then, a short moment of silence filled the office, which was decorated with the hides of demon beasts and various armors and weapons.
    

    
      “Kuku... So you’re saying he’s not a rookie after all, this “rookie”...”
    

    
      Lukence gave a low chuckle as he repeated the word ‘rookie.’ The scar around his right eye wrinkled as he laughed. 
    

    
      “What do you want to do, sir? As soon as you give the order, we will recapture Denfors tomorrow!”
    

    
      One of Viscount Lukence’s chief advisor knights, Delvado, expressed his confidence with a vigorous voice. This was a loss they suffered due to getting caught off guard, but with the military power in Gadain Castle, taking back the city would be as easy as taking candy from a baby.
    

    
      “No... There’s no need for that. What’s important for us right now isn’t taking care of one rookie. What we need to do now is to safely pass on the goods. If this transport fails, then those Laviter bastards will seize this place.”
    

    
      “You don’t have to worry about that, my liege. The transport convoy is fully prepared. And those guys said they would soon depart as well. My liege can...”
    

    
      “Are you kidding me? Do you have anything to say for yourself after not being able to take care of a single rookie and losing Denfors, Delvado?”
    

    
      “No, that is... It was a completely unexpected matter...”
    

    
      “Unexpected? Kukuku. How very laughable.”
    

    
      He was laughing, but the inside of the office was frigid. Frigid with intense bloodthirst.
    

    
      “Don’t test my patience. Don’t you know that I’m not a very good person?”
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      Lukence’s warning was velvet smooth as well as quiet.
    

    
      The middle-aged knight named Delvado gulped.
    

    
      He knew Lukence’s character very well. The viscount had never given his subordinates a second chance. And the price for failure was severe punishment. Delvado could even lose his life.
    

    
      “I will put my life on the line to do my very best!” responded Delvado as bowed low.
    

    
      “Don’t let down your guard until the moment the transit is completed. If this matter is a failure then all of you.... Will die. By my hand...”
    

    
      Woosh! 
    

    
      With his warning, a wave of heavy mana whirled throughout the office. The big lamp lighting up the room could not resist the force and went out with a puff.
    

    
      And then, within the darkness, the mana coiled thick within the room like a Viscount Lukence’s invisible authority.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “So Viscount Lukence is in control of the southern region connected to the Havis Kingdom, which is the Nerman Plains’ only safe communication path, Commander Yaix and his soldiers are up in the north, where the attacks of the monsters and the united Temir tribes are severe, and Baroness Janice is in charge of the shore—is that right?”
    

    
      “Yes. And in the middle of those powers is this place, Denfors. Baronet Ternain, a retainer of the commander, and thousands of troops are defending the walls of Denfors and the surrounding fort.”
    

    
      ‘Sigh, I never could have imagined this would be a game of war.’
    

    
      Even though I had learned Korean, English, math, and various subjects at school, none of those taught kids these kinds of war games. Or well, I did learn of a few battles in history. But that was qualitatively different from abstract battle tactics and the current bloody warfare in front of me.
    

    
      Here, if you lost, you would have to flee without a single possession to your name or die. I was just a poor highschooler flung into an African safari.
    

    
      “What do you two think? When do you think Viscount Lukence will attack?”
    

    
      On top of that, I had to speak with authority and class now. I was a bit more used to it now, but if the kids from my class heard me now, they would definitely band together to ostracize me. 
    

    
      “If he puts his mind to it, he could seize this place within a few hours. But there is no point in making predictions.”
    

    
      “That’s right. I haven’t been here long, but no one here knows what Viscount Lukence is thinking. Besides knowing that he’s cruel and level-headed, everyone’s so scared of Viscount Lukence’s name that they piss themselves at the sound of it.”
    

    
      ‘What a difficult personality.’
    

    
      Instead of being called fiery or reckless, or a treacherous opportunist, Lukence was described with the words cruel and level-headed. That meant Lukence and I had something in common—we were always prepared to be stabbed in the back.
    

    
      “Shall we strike first?”
    

    
      “M-my liege.”
    

    
      “Kuku. Do as you please. I’m confident I can escape with my life alone if things come down to it.”
    

    
      Unlike the flustered Derval, Ryker was the picture of relaxation.
    

    
      “Please meet up with the commander once, sir.”
    

    
      “With Count Yaix?”
    

    
      “If Viscount Lukence doesn’t come attacking today, then we will probably have a few days of time to spare.” Derval uttered prophetic words.
    

    
      “How do you know that?” Ryker asked Derval.
    

    
      “It is a hunch. There’s no way someone as level-headed as him doesn’t know the importance of Denfors, and he should know that if given time, there’s a possibility that you and Baroness Janice will unite, my liege. So if he doesn’t attack right away, then it must be in order to take care of something more important than here.”
    

    
      “Ohh! You sure can pull some ridiculous words out of your mouth,” Ryker bantered.
    

    
      “The possibility?”
    

    
      “I believe it’s likely 90%.”
    

    
      Derval showed baseless confidence.
    

    
      “Ah! That reminds me!” Ryker suddenly exclaimed as if remembering something. “The mercenaries that went out hunting a while ago said this. That many people were being moved to  Viscount Lukence’s previously dormant transport convoy and that the security has gotten stricter there, too.”
    

    
      “Transport convoy? Viscount Lukence even has a transport convoy?”
    

    
      “I don’t know much about it, but he has a few ships capable of ocean travel moored at a dock not too far from Gadain Castle.” 
    

    
      ‘Transport convoy? Didn’t they say the sea was controlled by pirates?’
    

    
      Because of the pirates, this land’s people couldn’t even go fishing far from shore. The Lovent River was large, but it wasn’t big enough for a frickin’ transport convoy to be practical.
    

    
      “It is indeed fishy. I heard the merchant groups coming in from the Havis Kingdom mostly use the land route.”
    

    
      At Ryker’s words, Derval’s eyes flashed.
    

    
      ‘Hooh, wouldn’t you know.’
    

    
      I didn’t know what exactly was going on, but I thought Viscount Lukence and the transport convoy must be deeply connected. It was so important that he would ignore Denfors, which was basically his living room, in favor of whatever had to do with the convoy.
    

    
      “Let us just keep watch for today. We still have to organize the captured prisoners of war and the mercenaries, and send the residents who lost their homes in Denfors back, after all.”
    

    
      Mercenaries were swarming in and there was a long line of refugees who had lost their homes. The rumors must have flown wide and far, because there was an endless stream of people coming into the covert. If things went on like this, it wouldn’t be a covert anymore, but a refugee camp.
    

    
      “Alright, let’s do just that. Send back all the people whose shops were taken by Viscount Lukence. And hire the people among the mercenaries who have decent skills or military experience and roughly organize them like the imperial army.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      “Huhu. Just believe in me.”
    

    
      Derval, who was overflowing with trust and Ryker, who could not be trusted at all.
    

    
      I nodded at the two peoples’ responses.
    

    
      “Um... but my liege.”
    

    
      ".....?"
    

    
      In the middle of leaving while responding, Ryker stopped as if suddenly remembering something and quietly called me with honorifics.
    

    
      “Do you maybe need a Skyknight?”
    

    
      “Skyknight? Why do you ask...”
    

    
      “Hehe. Actually, I rode a wyvern a bit back in the day. So um, could you give that grey wyvern you caught yesterday to me?”
    

    
      ‘Ara? He’s even got a flight license?’
    

    
      Even though he was noble-like in that he looked like a lecher lusting for money and women, Ryker spoke coarse and ignorant things like a commoner.  But now he was saying that he had flown a wyvern, which pretty much only nobles could come across.
    

    
      “The wyvern must be in need of some reform, but please leave it to me. If you do so, I will transform it into an absolutely loyal wyvern within a few days.”
    

    
      ‘Oho! Absolute loyalty?’
    

    
      Even if he said that, I could never trust Ryker. He was someone who would sell the wyvern to rent out a bar and indulge in debauchery. 
    

    
      “...I will think about it. There’s no rush yet.”
    

    
      “Haha. Then I will trust that you will leave it to me and retreat now, thank you, my liege~!”
    

    
      I never said I would leave it to him, but Ryker counted his chickens before they hatched all on his own and even sent me a wink.
    

    
      ‘My goodness, this person!’
    

    
      But weirdly enough, I didn’t hate it.
    

    
      How to describe it? A certain exuberance, the exuberance of wandering the world to have fun, was flowing from Ryker’s body.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 48: Count Yaix
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Look, look! My armor is cooler!”
    

    
      “The heck are ya saying! The stitching on my armor is tighter!”
    

    
      “What! Don’t even go there!”
    

    
      “Why, you mad bro? You wanna fight?!”
    

    
      Even after midmorning passed, there was no news of Viscount Lukence mobilizing his soldiers or wyverns. While waiting for news, we distributed formal armor and weapons to the mercenaries who Ryker acknowledged as being decent.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, these good-for-nothings.’
    

    
      Doing things with these mercenaries—who were about to get into fist fights with some rather useless pride on the line—was like going into a fiery pit loaded with gunpowder. 
    

    
      ‘I need trained, formal soldiers.’
    

    
      I was lacking all sorts of things, including wyverns, supplies, and even soldiers. When my thoughts turned to formal soldiers, I automatically thought of the Nerman’s formal soldiers under the authority of Commander Yaix.
    

    
      ‘I’ve got no money, backing, or even a decent title... What should I do to earn some soldiers?’
    

    
      I wasn’t even a real noble—I only had a dubious baronet title. On top of that, I was bitter enemies with the nobles in the capital. No matter how you sliced it, there were only disadvantages everywhere.
    

    
      
        Pang!
      
    

    
      “Catch it!”
    

    
      “Block it! We can’t lose like this!”
    

    
      I was sitting in the HQ office’s yard with Bebeto while prepared to move out at any time and watching the disorderly mercenaries when I heard the clamoring of kids playing with a shabby ball made of dried grass stuffed into leather on the runway.
    

    
      Unlike the adults, the kids recovered their energy right away once food and accommodations were secured. Dozens of them were excitedly running about on the runway with a single weird leather ball.
    

    
      “Good times,” I said to myself, reminiscing about the ball games that the phys-ed teachers always resorted to because they didn’t want to teach. Those middle school days when the teachers would throw out a few balls and the kids would make teams on their own and have fun. The innocent appearance of the kids on the runway warmed my heart.
    

    
      “Um... my lord.”
    

    
      ‘Eh? Lord?’
    

    
      While I was watching the kids play, someone cautiously called me their lord. I turned.
    

    
      ‘Isn’t she Lucia’s mother?’
    

    
      Lucia’s family had been the first to join the covert. Since I didn’t have a chef to take care of my meals, Lucia’s mother just became my personal chef. She was now holding a still-steaming, mouth-watering strawberry pie in front of me.
    

    
      “My lord, please have some of this. Strawberries are currently in season, so it should be very delicious.”
    

    
      “Haha. I will eat it with gratitude. But Lucia’s mother, I am not a lord.”
    

    
      “Please, speak casually to me, sir. And if not you, who else here in Nerman would be deserving of the title, my lord? It’s not just me, but everyone else here as well—everyone has been calling you the lord.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      ‘Lord? Ahem, well, it doesn’t have a bad connotation.’
    

    
      “Your kindness, which saved those of us with nowhere to go and were going to become serfs or sold as slaves... Sob sob. I will never forget that kindness for the rest of my life.”
    

    
      Lucia’s mother suddenly expressed her sincere thanks with tears.
    

    
      “No... I didn’t do much.”
    

    
      “Please don’t say such things, my lord. If not for you, my lord, we wouldn’t have been able to spend even a few days this comfortably. Scrimping and saving day after day for the protection fee and the piling debts... And nowhere to flee with the monsters all around. Truly, if not for Lucia, my husband and I would have committed suicide in despair long ago.”
    

    
      Having never gone through that, how could I possibly understand how she felt? But just from hearing it, I could somewhat imagine the suffering of these people, who had lived while treated like animals even though they had no sin simply because they had no strength.
    

    
      “Thank you for the meal. Haha. And please don’t worry. I will care for you all to the best of my ability.”
    

    
      “Thank you. We will follow only you to death, my lord.”
    

    
      Her head bowed, Lucia’s mother politely held out the plate with the strawberry pie with both hands, showing the maximum degree of respect.
    

    
      ‘The price of a strawberry pie is ridiculous.’
    

    
      I would be accepting the title of a lord along with this strawberry pie. The plate I took from her was quite heavy. Now I would be stuck hearing ‘my lord, my lord’ all the time. 
    

    
      
        Thud thud thud thud. 
      
    

    
      “What! That bastard!”
    

    
      “Block him! Block the entrance!”
    

    
      “Move! It’s a message from the commander!”
    

    
      The moment I was about to take a bite of the warm strawberry pie I accepted with such gravity, there was a ruckus at the entrance. A man wearing formal soldier armor flew a flag as he tried to enter from the entrance on his horse, and the idle mercenaries who were fooling around swore as they ran to stop him.
    

    
      “Is there any commanding officer here? I’m a messenger belonging to the commander!” shouted the soldier loudly, alarmed by the rush of scowling mercenaries.
    

    
      ‘Jeez, what a headache.’
    

    
      There were people they should block and those they shouldn’t, but the mercenaries were confidently standing in front of the formal soldier as if his imperial flag didn’t mean shit. I felt my head throb.
    

    
      “Hey! You blockheads! He said he’s a messenger of the commander!”
    

    
      Ryker, who clearly ran up in the middle of something because he had no armor on, treated the mercenaries like idiots as he cleared the path for the messenger.
    

    
      “This is a message for anyone who is a Skyknight to quickly take orders. Who here is a Skyknight?”
    

    
      The messenger who urgently rode into the covert was looking for a Skyknight. At his words, everyone’s gazes turned to me. “The lucky person sitting there eating a pie is a Skyknight,” said Ryker, his finger landing precisely on me from afar.
    

    
      “Hya!” The distance was only about a hundred meters, but the messenger kicked his horse into my direction.
    

    
      Riding over and jumping down from his neighing horse with great urgency, he delivered his message.
    

    
      “I have an urgent message: the Temir are currently moving south in great numbers. Skyknights should go without delay to the plains near Orakk Castle, where His Excellency the Commander is at. Please depart at once!”
    

    
      It seemed he was delivering an order from the magic communication channel that only formal imperial soldiers could use.
    

    
      ‘The Temir?’
    

    
      The barbaric Temir tribes I had only heard about were moving south. But the problem was that I was facing a possible attack from Viscount Lukence. I had to make a judgement quickly.
    

    
      ‘If he wanted to go at it, he would have already come.’
    

    
      I made my decision.
    

    
      Even Viscount Lukence couldn’t attack all of Denfors. All I had to do was to give the order to temporarily scatter if Skyknights were mobilized.
    

    
      “Ryker!”
    

    
      “Yes! My liege!”
    

    
      Perhaps because of his greed towards the wyvern, honorifics rolled off Ryker’s tongue with ease.
    

    
      “If Viscount Lukence comes, everyone should scatter and wait. I will leave for a moment!”
    

    
      “Please leave this place to me and go without worries!”
    

    
      Ryker smiled widely as he yelled from the entrance. His voice was energetic, but my heart felt zero trust from that voice.
    

    
      “Bebeto, we’re heading out!”
    

    
      Bebeto was prepared to move out at any time. At my command, he woke right up from his dozing with a roar.
    

    
      I jumped onto his back and clipped myself into the safety belt.
    

    
      “Let’s-a-go!”
    

    
      GUAAAAA! Bebeto let out a huge roar.
    

    
      
        Swooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Flapping his winds, we left the ground with great speed.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. They said I get money every time we sortie, right?’
    

    
      Here, everything ran on money.
    

    
      What use was it to play around? It was common sense to earn even a penny more when you were young so that you didn’t have to struggle once you grew old. And I was a sensible young South Korean man who knew how to invest for the future.
    

    
      

    

    
      “Your Excellency! Please evade!”
    

    
      The sky was swarming with around 30 wyverns. Small boulders and large logs were held within their claws . 
    

    
      “D-Dodge!”
    

    
      “UWAAAAH!”
    

    
      Flying at an altitude where arrows could not reach, the wyverns flung down the goods they were holding on top of the soldiers below us.
    

    
      
        Craash! Craash!
      
    

    
      “KYAAAAK!”
    

    
      “AAAAAAAAH!”
    

    
      Even with your eyes wide open, the boulders could not be evaded. They weren’t knights who could use mana, but regular, ordinary soldiers. Driven by fear, they tried to block by raising shields, but they ended up smashed into the ground and turned into a mess of blood and bones under their shields.
    

    
      “Your Excellency!”
    

    
      One man stood there, guarded by knights and mages.
    

    
      At the news that monsters were attacking the biggest village in the northern region, Haiton, the Viceroy of Nerman, Yaix, went into battle with his soldiers.
    

    
      Possessing a sturdy physique exceeding 190 cm (6’6”) in height and broad, open shoulders, as well as a hard face with a chiseled chin and eyes the size of a bull’s, Count Yaix, who you could tell was an impressive military man at first glance, was standing there with his clenched fists quivering.
    

    
      While they were chasing off the monsters, wyverns of the Temir suddenly appeared. As expected for savage tribal people, their wyverns weren’t even wearing any protective gear. Not only that, but all they had for weapons were junk Blessed Spears they had scavenged from here and there. 
    

    
      But there was no way to fight them. Wyverns could only be fought with wyverns. Magic or arrows from archers would only scratch the wyverns’ hides.
    

    
      “Was a messenger dispatched?”
    

    
      “A missive was urgently sent out. But Your Excellency, there’s no one in Weyn Covert worth believing in!”
    

    
      It was chaos—5,000 soldiers were running here and there on the plains frantically trying to hide. Stones and logs would fall on their heads right away if they stayed clumped up. Military discipline had fallen apart long ago.
    

    
      ‘If only I had a flight formation.... Argh.’
    

    
      Yaix felt rage boiling up in him, rage so powerful it couldn’t be controlled.
    

    
      Yaix was a military man who started out as a knight and rose to a count with a commander position entrusted with an entire area. He ground his teeth looking at the wyverns from the barbarian tribes, which at one point hadn’t even been worth fighting. They were trifling opponents he wouldn’t need to fear at all if he just had a formal wyvern formation.
    

    
      But the Skyknights under Yaix’ banner had all lost their wyverns in the bloody battles of the past few years. He had over 10 wyverns under his command, but they couldn’t endure the attacks of the Temir bastards who came by the dozen in every skirmish. One after another, they disappeared, and now only the wyvern in the count’s personal possession was left. However, the remaining wyvern had suffered tears to its wing and muscles ten days ago, so it was resting in its hangar in the castle.
    

    
      “Your Excellency, we must withdraw. If things go on like this, the soldiers will die a dog’s death.”
    

    
      One of Yaix’ advisor knights uttered words as crude as ‘a dog’s death,’ words utterly unsuitable for a knight to say. However, the terrible scene before them deserved those words and then some.
    

    
      “If we withdraw, then who will save the civilians and soldiers in Haiton?!”
    

    
      Thousands of civilians and hundreds of soldiers in Haiton were fighting bitterly with the monsters while waiting for reinforcements. Unlike other places, monsters in the northern region lived in groups and knew how to form a united front when attacking humans.
    

    
      “They are important as well, but the lives of the soldiers are valuable too! Moreover, if you are met with danger, Your Excellency, who will protect Nerman!”
    

    
      The knight painfully gritted out his counsel. Even as a top adjutant, he couldn’t meddle so directly in the matters of the count, the military commander, who was like the sky. 
    

    
      However, the current situation warranted it.
    

    
      The soldiers were strewn all over the place like finely ripped up paper.
    

    
      “Th-they’re coming!”
    

    
      “Mages, prepare!”
    

    
      “AAAAAGHHHHHH!”
    

    
      The Temir wyverns were snatching up scattered soldiers like eagles hunting mice. Its claws punching straight through armor, a wyvern lifted one man up and tossed him down from high above.
    

    
      A death cry rang out for a moment.
    

    
      Everyone who had ears wanted to shut them.
    

    
      But this was the curse that was currently their reality.
    

    
      Putting their comrade’s cry behind them, they had to hide next to boulders or trees, or simply lay flat on the ground and draw rough breaths.
    

    
      The Temir turned to rush towards the count, who was protected by around ten knights and three mages. They already knew he was there, but knowing that Yaix’s men had no wyverns to face them, they had slowly approached like a cat playing with a mouse.
    

    
      ‘These bastards—!'
    

    
      Yaix ground his teeth inwardly.
    

    
      He had requested help countless times, but throughout all those years, not a single Skyknight from Weyn Covert had answered his call. The active Viscount Lukence dragged his feet knowing that the imperial troops were retreating, and the baroness named Janice could not help because she was busy keeping Lukence in check.
    

    
      But Yaix sent word to the covert this time again just in case. If there happened to be a newly assigned Skyknight, Yaix wanted to take his hand, at the very least.
    

    
      ‘Those fools... to throw away this land of opportunity.’
    

    
      For the past several years, Yaix had done his best to defend the Nerman Plains. Its seasons were distinct, there were almost no natural disasters like storms or heavy rains, the sea and rivers were overflowing with fish, the earth was fertile, and the undeveloped mines were full of treasures yet to be discovered—it was truly a land of opportunity.
    

    
      The empire was going to throw away that kind of land. The emperor was likely unable to block the requests of the nobles threatening his imperial power.
    

    
      When sending him here, the emperor told Yaix this: if you can endure well for just a few years, Nerman will become a stepping stone for the empire’s future. Believing in the emperor’s words, Yaix used the entirety of his family’s fortune to expand his wyvern forces and brought his soldiers to guard Nerman.
    

    
      However, he was now at his limits. A few months ago, the empire stopped sending wages and supplies entirely. The blood of a little less than 30,000 soldiers was too heavy for the empire to take. And not long ago, an order came down from the empire. An order stamped with the emperor’s seal commanded Yaix to retreat within two months, leaving all the soldiers behind besides the elite imperial troops.
    

    
      It was cold-hearted and cruel.
    

    
      “Haha...”
    

    
      Despite the critical situation, Yaix couldn’t help but let out a dry laugh.
    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      As he laughed, Blessed Spears came cutting through the wind towards him.
    

    
      “Block it!”
    

    
      Clatter! Drawing their swords, the knights stood in front of the count to protect him.
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      “Wind Shield!”
    

    
      “Mana Shield!”
    

    
      The mages on standby completed a barrier made of shield spells.
    

    
      
        Papopopopow!
      
    

    
      
        Riiiiiiiiiiipppp!
      
    

    
      The knights’ eyes opened wide.
    

    
      The shields were ripped apart like cracked glass windows.
    

    
      
        RIIIIIIIIIPPPP!
      
    

    
      
        Pow! Pow! Pooow!
      
    

    
      “Argh....”
    

    
      Breaking the shields deployed in the air in the blink of an eye, the Blessed Spears lodged itself in the last one left, the milky-colored Mana Shield.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Fortunately, the five or six Blessed Spears were buried in the Mana Shield deployed by the 5th Circle mage, the ends of the shafts quivering from the force.
    

    
      Silence fell in an instant. At best, the armor worn by the knights were steel suits enspelled with weight reduction magic. The only armor that could block a Blessed Spear flying in from above was armor made entirely of mithril.
    

    
      “Ahh!”
    

    
      But their relief only lasted a brief moment.
    

    
      
        Swoosh, swoosh.
      
    

    
      Done chasing the soldiers as if they were mice, the wyverns drew circles in the air as they flew high above the count and his knights. They no longer had a chance to run. Even if they ran on horseback, they would only be as fast as rabbits to the wyverns.
    

    
      
        GUUUUUUUUUUUUAAA!
      
    

    
      While the count and his knights were facing a desperately dangerous situation, a cry suddenly thundered in the sky.
    

    
      “T-That is—!”
    

    
      “W-What!”
    

    
      Following the sound of the cry, the knights turned their heads. Seeing a dot coming far away from the south, they burst out in cries of alarm.
    

    
      It was a wyvern.
    

    
      A formal wyvern wearing magic gear.
    

    
      But not a single person among them rejoiced.
    

    
      The wyvern was definitely reinforcements, but no one could see it as such. Only a single wyvern was flying over to face thirty.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Dumbfounded, the knights and mages stared into the sky with hollow eyes.
    

    
      The thirty wyverns in the air turned their heads towards the new enemy that appeared.
    

    
      It was obvious without even having to bat an eye, that the stupid wyvern would soon meet the hot embrace of Blessed Spears with its whole body and kiss the earth...
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 49: Condition
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Mm...’
    

    
      After hastily making my decision, we flew one hour north. In the North, besides mountains that were basically small hills, everything was flat plainsland. Thanks to the sky lacking a single wisp of cloud, I could see quite far ahead, and I was able to find the group of soldiers pretty fast.
    

    
      The problem was that the soldiers I found were scrambling to flee in all directions and that I had a bad feeling that one of the people I had to meet was right under a huge flock of wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Wut? H-How many is that exactly?’
    

    
      Because the messenger said it was an attack of Temir tribal folk, I slightly let down my guard. But the massive horde of wyverns in front of me smashed that feeling to pieces.
    

    
      ‘One, two—! Uwaah! It’s got to be at least thirty!’
    

    
      Drawing huge circles in the air like vultures circling corpses, the wyverns went around and around in the air. A rough count yielded over thirty.
    

    
      ‘But those guys, they don’t even have armor?’
    

    
      It wasn’t just that the wyverns lacked protective magic gear, but the Skyknights were also not wearing airplates. They were only holding leather armor that glowed blue and Blessed Spears. The wyverns they were riding had what looked like magic circles drawn on them, but were actually just strange figures and letters.
    

    
      ‘Dammit. I’m not even Godzilla, Savior of Mankind here...’ Even for me, the thirty wyverns dizzying my eyes was a burdensome number. ‘Do I save them, or not?’
    

    
      I was still about 4 km away from the enemies. They must have not yet seen me, because the wyverns didn’t change directions.
    

    
      But I agonized a moment. If I turned tail here, that was that, but if I was discovered by them, I would have to fight a round with my life on the line.
    

    
      
        GUUUUUUUUUUUUAAA!
      
    

    
      ‘Oi!’
    

    
      However, my agonizing didn’t last long. Reincarnation of fighting cock gangster, the go-getter Bebeto, threw all caution to the wind and loudly announced his existence to the thirty enemies. 
    

    
      ‘Alright, thank you oh so much! Sigh!’
    

    
      At Bebeto’s roar, the thirty wyverns were visibly startled. They swerved to fly towards us. Now, a fight was unavoidable.
    

    
      I picked up Blessed Spears with both hands.
    

    
      ‘W-Wait a sec! I don’t have enuff!!!!!’
    

    
      I only brought around 20 Blessed Spears with me, because I wouldn’t need more than that, right? Right? But the enemy numbered over thirty. No matter how you added and subtracted, the numbers didn’t add up.
    

    
      ‘Oh, right! I have that guy!’
    

    
      Just then, I suddenly remembered a certain existence. As long as I ordered it, it would even dare to bite a dragon on the nose.
    

    
      “Shuriel, come on!”
    

    
      
        Swooooosh!
      
    

    
      That’s right, it was a special existence called a spirit! Responding to my powerful summoning, a silver eagle of wind appeared in the world.
    

    
      “Shuriel! Go bite to your heart’s content!”
    

    
      Flash! As soon as my order fell, the wind spirit Shuriel shot off at the speed of light.
    

    
      ‘Geh!’ I groaned inwardly as my mana was sucked out in proportion to that speed.
    

    
      ‘Wait a sec... those guys are all wyverns, aren’t they?!’
    

    
      The moment I was about to pour mana into the Blessed Spears, a thought occurred to me—the wyverns swarming in the sky weren’t enemies, but lumps of money.
    

    
      ‘Uhuhu... What kind of pie from the sky is this?’
    

    
      A wyvern was priced at over 1 million a pop. Unfortunately, they didn’t have enspelled gear, but I would be very grateful for the wyverns alone. I put down the Blessed Spears in my hands. If they hit wyverns without any enspelled gear, the wyverns could die.
    

    
      ‘You’re all mine.’
    

    
      I had to catch them all in one go without giving them a chance to escape.
    

    
      Guoooooooo! It wasn’t clear whether Bebeto had complete faith in me or was just cracked in the head and had no fear anymore. He roared excitedly as he charged at full speed.
    

    
      And before I knew it, the enemy Skyknights were just 2 km away. They must have been looking down at my charge, because only the first five at the front were putting mana in their Blessed Spears.
    

    
      As I watched them, I drew my mana up to the utmost.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “C-Crazy!”
    

    
      “H-How ridiculous....”
    

    
      It was a 1 on 30 battle, but Count Yaix and his knights felt like drowning men who would clutch at straws.
    

    
      The sudden appearance of the intermediate spirit revived a flush of hope in them, but they were then plunged into despair upon seeing the Skyknight lower his Blessed Spears. It was obvious at a glance that he had given up on life. Their one scrap of hope disappeared into the wind.
    

    
      Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip.  
    

    
      As they watched in despair, Blessed Spears were fired off from the Temir tribal Skyknights’ hands. 
    

    
      
        KIOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      
        Crunch!
      
    

    
      Even as the Blessed Spears shot off, the intermediate spirit Shuriel bit down with all its strength on the wing of the wyvern at the very front.
    

    
      
        KWAAAAAAAAA!
      
    

    
      You could imagine just how hard the spirit must have chomped down for the wyvern to scream while circling in an uncontrollable descent to land. It seemed the wyvern had suffered such a huge injury that it could no longer use its right wing.
    

    
      
        POOOOWW!
      
    

    
      “AH!!”
    

    
      “M-Magic!”
    

    
      Yaix’s knights couldn’t even laugh at Shuriel’s actions. A loud explosion suddenly burst out in the air.
    

    
      “W-Wind Tornado!! How can they use 5th Circle magic during flight?!” exclaimed Yaix’s personal mage, Halmyne, in surprise.
    

    
      Normally, even if a spell was memorized, it could only be cast if one’s position and concentration were stabilized. But surprisingly enough, the Skyknight above was riding a wyvern and precisely casting magic even in such a critical situation. He was either someone with a ton of courage, or just plain reckless.
    

    
      “UHAHAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      The unknown Skyknight shot down the Blessed Spears with magic as he laughed loudly enough to shake the skies.
    

    
      Ziiiiiiinnng! Along with his laughter, the radiance of mana burst from the Skyknight’s body.
    

    
      
        Po-po-po-po-pow!
      
    

    
      Highly compressed shots of mana cut through the sky.
    

    
      Swoooooooosh! Swoooooooooosh! 
    

    
      “Consecutive Wind Cutter cast! Ohhhh....”
    

    
      From Halmyne’s mouth came a long sound of admiration. It wasn’t just the consecutive casting. Even for a 5th Circle mage, anyone who could cast twice in that position or situation would be called an incredible master. But surprisingly, the unidentified Skyknight didn’t just cast once or twice, but seven times.
    

    
      
        KWAAAAK!
      
    

    
      
        CRASH!
      
    

    
      The wyvern bitten by the spirit lost its balance and screamed as it crash landed on earth. It didn’t have any enspelled gear, so it had taken a critical injury on the important wing joint where it was bitten.
    

    
      “Laciforte......!!!!”
    

    
      “Uwaaaah!”
    

    
      The Temir Skyknights who had been charging in so confidently screamed in a foreign language. Their numbers had given them the advantage, but in terms of defense, the Temir coalition’s wyverns were desperately disadvantaged. Pushed back by the white blasts of 4th Circle spells, they lost their nerves.
    

    
      
        KYAAAAAAAA!
      
    

    
      
        KWAAAAAAAAK!
      
    

    
      The wyverns had looked down on their opponent and flown over in a dense cluster. Each Wind Cutter ripped up a wing and sent one wyvern crashing to earth. Wyvern leather had the special property of mostly resisting 4th Circle magic, but in front of the blades of a spell filled with almost 5th Circle mana, their hides were like pig skin.
    

    
      The wyverns flapped their torn wings as they rapidly descended from a height of at least 50 meters and kissed the earth.
    

    
      
        Crash! Crash!
      
    

    
      KWWAAAAAAAA~~~!! 
    

    
      
        Swoooooosh.
      
    

    
      As one group of wyverns entangled with magic and crashed down, the other wyverns swerved left and right at rapid speeds as they turned. Having lost their will to fight, the Temir Skyknights turned tail and they fled. Their confidence as they triumphantly teased the soldiers vanished, leaving only the pathetic appearances of cowards.  
    

    
      “My goodness...”
    

    
      “I-It’s a hybrid wyvern!”
    

    
      While Count Yaix’s mages and knights were reeling in shock at the unbelievable victory, they saw it—the wyvern that saved them from death was a taboo hybrid wyvern despised in the empire.
    

    
      Flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Once the Temir wyverns had fled far away, the hybrid wyvern slowly landed in front of Count Yaix. The wyvern’s mighty black body that represented the Bajran Empire and the golden stripes gleaming in the sun made everyone stare in awe.
    

    
      Thump. A Skyknight wrapped in a crimson cloak undid his safety ring and jumped to the ground. Then he walked towards Count Yaix.
    

    
      The Skyknight opened his magic helmet with a click, revealing...
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      Underneath the helmet was a strange and still-young face. Seeing a black-haired man with handsome features—a face entirely different from what they imagined—everyone let out low murmurs. 
    

    
      “Greetings to Count Yaix. I am from Weyn Covert, Baronet Kyre de Adaron.”
    

    
      Holding the helmet in the crook of his left arm, Baronet Kyre raised his right hand in the manner of knights. The knights’ faces filled with doubt upon finding out that the young man had a title that didn’t match his enormous skill. For a person of this much skill, you wouldn’t be able to acquire such a talented man even if you gave him a viscount, no, a count title. 
    

    
      “Well met. I am Count Yaix de Levuanin.”
    

    
      Unlike the knights and mages, Count Yaix nodded as he accepted Kyre’s greeting in stride.
    

    
      Kyre and Yaix’s gazes clashed in the air, generating figurative sparks.
    

    
      Then, a small smile formed on Kyre’s lips.
    

    
      
        Kwaaaa! 
      
    

    
      Stomp stomp stomp! 
    

    
      One of the Temir wyverns, whose wings were ripped up but was otherwise uninjured, roared angrily as it ran over.
    

    
      “Bebeto, step on it,” commanded Kyre with a quiet voice.
    

    
      Guooooooooo! Flying into the air at once, the wyvern named Bebeto roared in happiness.
    

    
      
        Crunch.
      
    

    
      KWAAAAAAAAAA! 
    

    
      The bulky hybrid wyvern flew into the air with ease and proceeded to trample the other, looking entirely insane.
    

    
      “Gulp....”
    

    
      The nervous swallowing of the onlookers was audible.
    

    
      This black-haired handsome man who was smiling silently...
    

    
      Everyone quietly pledged to never make him an enemy in the future.
      

    

    
      “Allow me to extend my formal thanks.”
    

    
      “It is nothing. That was my obvious duty as a knight of His Imperial Majesty.”
    

    
      “I’m thankful that you put it that way.”
    

    
      ‘He’s really a knightly noble,’ I thought. A person’s eyes didn’t lie.
    

    
      After repulsing the Temir people’s wyverns, we all departed immediately to save a village called Haiton. Once the wyverns that were harassing them disappeared, Count Yaix’s soldiers gathered and pushed back the monster horde in an instant.
    

    
      And now, I was speaking one on one with Count Yaix. Haiton was closer to a fort than a village. We were sitting in an office for the top officers, our eyes meeting.
    

    
      “But it’s truly surprising. I didn’t hear that there was a genius mage like you in the empire. And to be a mage who can summon a spirit at that...”
    

    
      As if curious, Yaix asked my identity in a roundabout way.
    

    
      He must have clearly seen my skill in magic. No matter how much of a genius you were, the 5th Circle wasn’t a stage that could be reached by someone of my age. Moreover, there was likely no one on the continent who could summon spirits on top of that.
    

    
      “That is a misunderstanding. I am a mage, but not a summoner.”
    

    
      “You’re not a summoner? But then how was the intermediate spirit summoned?”
    

    
      “That was because of this,” I said, extending my arm and showing the silver bracelet my master had put on.
    

    
      “Hooh, it seems like a very valuable magic item.”
    

    
      “It is indeed. It is a spirit artifact given to me by my esteemed teacher. As long as one is wearing this, one can summon an intermediate wind spirit.” 
    

    
      “So that’s how it is...”
    

    
      Yaix was a knight who could use mana. Even a knight like him could tell that Master’s dimensional travel bracelet was extraordinary. This bracelet was an extremely high level item that even a mage wouldn’t be able to comprehend.
    

    
      “But how in the world did you end up all the way here? Weyn Covert is a place that doesn’t suit a man of your talent.”
    

    
      “It must be the intent of God. And the punishment of the people towards someone who owns a hybrid wyvern, as well.”
    

    
      “Mm... I see.”
    

    
      Count Yaix nodded at the mention of my hybrid wyvern. He too was a noble of the empire, so he could probably grasp the gist of why I was here.
    

    
      “But sir, may I ask why the Temir have so many wyverns?”
    

    
      Now it was my turn to satisfy my curiosity.
    

    
      “I also find that point strange. Even if wyvern eggs are acquired, in order to purify them, a considerable amount of time and attention are necessary. They have completely broken that common sense, to the point that it makes me doubt whether they are banging wyverns out like swords. In particular, the group attacks of the bastards are getting worse this year.”
    

    
      ‘That’s not good news.’
    

    
      Strong enemies were already all over the place, but I was getting some foreboding new information. If they started wearing magic gear as well, then there would be no way to counter them.
    

    
      
        Kwaaaaa!
      
    

    
      
        Gukukukuku.
      
    

    
      ‘Bebeto, you brat, I told you to do it lightly.’
    

    
      Because Haiton was a village for military use, it also had five hangars. Five captured wyverns were stuffed into them. Their wings were ripped, so they needed a long period of recovery.
    

    
      After getting beaten a few times by Bebeto while resisting, they were dragged all the way here on foot. Of course, the two males snapped out of their shock and defied Bebeto, but they were excitedly crushed and became meek. On the other hand, the female wyverns surrendered in advance due to Bebeto’s thick muscles and obediently followed us to Haiton.
    

    
      And now, the mental re-education was taking place. I could tell from the screams that Bebeto was decisively educating the male wyverns that defied him.
    

    
      “Haha. Your wyvern is on a different level from the wyverns I know. He may be a hybrid wyvern, but I’m surprised that he’s that feral.”
    

    
      “A man should have at least that much drive.”
    

    
      “Drive? Puhaha! It seems he’s taken after you,” Yaix said, bursting out in good-natured laughter.
    

    
      I didn’t deny those words. In my eyes, a man should have the charm of the rough wilderness. Smooth at times and rough at times, wasn’t that the charm of a man?
    

    
      “That aside... What to do about this. You did your best to save me and my soldiers, but there’s nothing I can do for you...”
    

    
      ‘Ara? Is he saying he can’t give me the dough?’
    

    
      Count Yaix was uttering words that veered off course from the common sense I attached to this place. His hard, chiseled face flushed a little.
    

    
      “Haha. How could materialistic matters be of any import when it comes to something done for His Imperial Majesty the Emperor and the empire? The hides of the wyverns that died are more than enough payment.” 
    

    
      Seven wyverns had crashed down. Among them, two must have landed head-first, because they had died with broken necks. It couldn’t compare to their price when alive, but just their hide and bones could sell for at least 100,000 Gold.
    

    
      “How very admirable. For a man like you to come here... How about it, any desire to follow me back to the mainland? It would be fine if you became a Skyknight in the service of my territory, if you choose to not serve the imperial family. I would also guarantee a title of at least a viscount.”
    

    
      As I masked my pretense with a fake laugh, Yaix nodded and tried to scout me.
    

    
      “I am thankful for your intent. However, this is a post granted to me by His Imperial Majesty the Emperor. I will work towards Nerman’s peace with my life on the line in accordance with his order.”
    

    
      “Sigh... I know your feelings well. But it seems there’s no need for that anymore. You must have heard the rumors, but the empire has already decided to give up on Nerman. I will tell you since it’s something you will come to know anyway—the withdrawal order has already come down; orders for the imperial troops have been issued to return to the empire within two months.” 
    

    
      ‘Wut? Already?’
    

    
      Hearing the decision that was faster than I expected bewildered me for a moment.
    

    
      “Then what will happen to the citizens left here? Also, where are the native conscripted soldiers supposed to go....?”
    

    
      I pretty much knew that answer, but I wanted to make sure.
    

    
      “Nerman is not under the emperor’s direct jurisdiction anyway and it is not a territory with a lord. It was only a provisional province. The moment the empire gives up on this place, the citizens and the conscripted natives will be left behind. The empire cannot currently accept them...”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      “Don’t worry too much. I will most likely transfer all authority to Viscount Lukence. If that happens, he should be able to independently maintain a certain level of security.”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, that can’t happen.’
    

    
      This was where things got important. I had to turn the tides to my favor.
    

    
      “In regards to that, there’s something I wish to say.”
    

    
      Putting on a severe expression, I solemnly relayed that I had something of importance to say.
    

    
      “It seems like an important matter. Shall we drink a glass?”
    

    
      “I will gladly accept.”
    

    
      As if to confirm that he was a man of many years, he read my expression.
    

    
      “It’s not precious alcohol, but it is alcohol that I enjoy. It is potent, but it is alcohol fit for men who hold no grudges.”
    

    
      To begin with, our conversation was just between the two of us, without any aides. Yaix picked up a blue bottle that was in the office.
    

    
      Yaix poured blue-colored alcohol into glasses made of tin.
    

    
      “For the great Emperor and the peace of the empire!” toasted Count Yaix.
    

    
      “Hear, hear!”
    

    
      I raised my glass high, then emptied it into my mouth.
    

    
      “Kyaa.”
    

    
      “Mmm.”
    

    
      The two of us groaned at the same time.
    

    
      The words ‘my mouth is on fire’ were made for this moment. As the alcohol went down my gullet, my insides burned. A hot and numb energy like I swallowed lava electrified my senses.
    

    
      “Haah...” I breathed out.
    

    
      ‘It really is manly.’
    

    
      As the strong alcohol went down, the faint smell of wine snaked out of my mouth.
    

    
      “This is the taste. This is the alcohol my senior knight recommended me when I was struggling with murder in my first battle. The name of the alcohol is Lukasisnia. In the ancient language, it means ‘friend of oblivion.’” 
    

    
      Yaix gazed at the glass as if looking at a friend.
    

    
      ‘I feel like I’ll get addicted to it too.’
    

    
      This fiery, hot alcohol, lukasisnia, was one with the feelings of a warrior charging towards his enemies. The name of the alcohol was already engraved deep in my soul.
    

    
      “Now, tell me. What is it that you wish to say to me?”
    

    
      Turning his gaze from the glass, Yaix looked at me with his calm brown eyes.
    

    
      “Please give them to me.”
    

    
      Yaix looked at me questioningly at my sudden request.
    

    
      “Instead of transferring them to Viscount Lukence, please give all of your soldiers to me.”
    

    
      “The soldiers? To you?” asked the count in surprise.
    

    
      “You must know as well, sir. How the viscount named Lukence has been treating the residents here. If you give all the soldiers to someone like him, you will be no different from the empire nobles that are throwing Nerman away as if tossing away an old shoe. A wicked noble who forces others to live a life more disgraceful than death in the name of the best choice.”
    

    
      I instinctively knew that there was no need for something like feeble rhetoric with the man in front of me. I had to win him over heart to heart with all my sincerity.
    

    
      My words apparently made him tense; Yaix’s glass trembled as he clenched it.
    

    
      “Those words just now... can you take responsibility?”
    

    
      The count looked at me straight in the eye, his voice quiet but full of dignity.
    

    
      I nodded. “If you give me the chance, sir, I will guard Nerman in a way that does not disgrace the name of the empire.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      I answered with a passionate heart.
    

    
      “Are you confident? Confident that you can protect this place where there are monsters everywhere and only enemies to be found with your own power?”
    

    
      “All people die. But not all people die in the same way. Those who live their lives with passion before they go will die noble deaths to suit them, whereas those who live dirty and disgracefully will only have mouldy, dark deaths that suit them. I intend to live passionately and fiercely before I go. A life that I won’t regret even in death, that kind of stormy life.”
    

    
      Saying that someone who lived day after day without hesitation would have the same kind of death as someone who lived with greed and disgrace was wrong. 
    

    
      A moment of silence ensued. Casting his gaze away from me, Yaix stared at his glass.
    

    
      “Alright. I will do as you wish.”
    

    
      ‘Success!’
    

    
      I cheered on the inside at Yaix’s definite answer, which I couldn’t have predicted. He was a commander without any decent wyverns, but at his one word, thousands of trained men could come under my banner.
    

    
      “Only, I have a condition.”
    

    
      ‘Eh? Condition?’
    

    
      However, such a big matter wouldn’t be resolved so easily.
    

    
      “Show me that you have the qualifications to handle this place instead of Viscount Lukence.”
    

    
      The count suddenly brought up qualifications.
    

    
      “What kind of qualifications are you talking about...?”
    

    
      “I will give you exactly one month of time. In that time, knock down Lukence. If you do so, I will give you not only the soldiers that you want, but also all of the military goods necessary.”
    

    
      ‘Mm...’
    

    
      The proposal was indeed extraordinary, but it was natural that he would attach a condition. Just because my skills were outstanding didn’t mean I could easily prove that I could defend Nerman with my strength alone. Moreover, Lukence was a person who had built up his strength for ten years here on the Nerman Plains. If it were me, I would also choose to transfer my soldiers to Lukence, whose skills were already proven, rather than a rookie like me. There were a lot of nobles worse than Lukence anyway.
    

    
      “I understand. As you wish, I will try to prove my ability.”
    

    
      “Haha. That’s right. If you’re a knight, it’s only right to prove your sense of responsibility and ability before you assert your rights. Kyre, do your best. I will be watching.”
    

    
      Yaix burst out with a generous laugh at my affirmative response.
    

    
      “Alright! Then let us have another glass. To commemorate meeting a friend like you, I should do no less than empty this entire bottle.”
    

    
      The count filled up my glass without reserve, treating me like an old friend.
    

    
      “Thank you very much. I dedicate this glass to the God of Fate, Romero, who allowed me to meet the Count.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, my glass was full of potent wine. I knocked back the whole glass.
    

    
      “Kya....”
    

    
      The glass of spirits disappeared as it burned the inside of my mouth to numbness.
    

    
      The alcohol felt like the words I had uttered. 
    

    
      That hot, fiery, and intense taste...
    

    
      It was an alcohol that was truly similar to the kind of life I dreamed of.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 50: Fishing
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Huhu. Life is good~’
    

    
      
        Swooosh. Swooooosh.
      
    

    
      Unable to hide my joy, I was smiling ear to ear under the helmet. 
    

    
      Bebeto was flapping his large golden-striped black wings as he cut through the wind. On a day like this, the refreshing wind seemed to be singing about spring.
    

    
      ‘What cuties.’
    

    
      I turned my head.
    

    
      Behind us was the source of my happiness: five wyverns. They weren’t wearing enspelled armor, but they were, at a glance, five sturdy wyverns. Having accepted Bebeto as their boss, they were flying with all their might behind us.
    

    
      ‘Uhaha! If each one is 2 million, then five of them make 10 million Gold! Oh gods above, thank you!’
    

    
      Wyverns were known to have impressively strong loyalty towards their masters. But that was nothing for me and Bebeto. The Korean proverb ‘there’s nothing one can do against pure force’ applied here. As long as I threw a wholeheartedly resisting wyvern to Bebeto, it would educate(?) itself, and then I would follow up with the medicine that was Heal. After repeating that a few times, most wyverns would shit blood to cling onto me.
    

    
      The go-getter Bebeto’s outrageous trampling... Only someone who had tasted it would know the feeling.
    

    
      ‘If I keep winning over enemy wyverns like this... Huhu. I won’t be jealous of any kingdom.’
    

    
      So far, I hadn’t heard of anyone re-educating wyverns like this and then using them. It wasn’t easy to win an enemy wyvern over without dealing critical injury in the middle of battle, and a wyvern’s sense of loyalty was no less than most knights.
    

    
      However, the wyverns were putting out both hands at the coordination between Bebeto and me. I felt like I could make a few wyvern fleets after a few more rounds of this.
    

    
      ‘But will they be fine? They’re apparently guys that didn’t grow up on holy water...’
    

    
      Instead of magic armor, the Temir wyverns had strange figures drawn on their bodies. It turned out that those figures had been drawn by a shaman. In order to use a wyvern for military purposes, the wyverns had to be soaked in holy water from the time they were in the egg to eradicate demonic power, but apparently, the Temir were training their wyverns with shamanry instead of holy water.
    

    
      ‘It doesn’t matter. Whether you ride a motorcycle or a bike, as long as you end up in the same place, it’s all the same.’
    

    
      Whatever might happen will happen later, right now, the wyverns were following Bebeto and my orders obediently. The females were particularly quick to wag their tails at Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘So it’s actually not all wyverns that oppose hybrid wyverns, but just the males... Must be a male’s characteristic wariness towards a stronger male.’
    

    
      I had fought several times on Bebeto, but there weren’t any wyverns that went mad after seeing Bebeto like the rumors said. The only thing was that male wyverns tended to be more aggressive compared to females. To me, it seemed like a male’s typical instinctive action, like when a lion at the head of the pride warned off other males. 
    

    
      ‘But anyway, I hope nothing happened.’
    

    
      I heard through the communication channel for military-use only that Viscount Lukence’s soldiers or wyverns hadn’t attacked Denfors. But even as I flew over, I was worried that they might get attacked. They might hold out one way or another if it was only ground combat, but if wyverns were used, it was crystal clear that all the mercenaries in the covert would flee. 
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      And a short while later, in the middle of worrying, I saw Denfors and breathed a sigh of relief. On this continent, I didn’t really have anywhere to call home. But as soon as I saw the worn-out city, Denfors, I suddenly felt the joy of returning home.
    

    
      ‘One month, right... Okay! Before that, I will make Viscount Lukence fall to his knees!’
    

    
      A fight with Viscount Lukence to be recognized as the formal master of over 20,000 soldiers and Nerman itself.
    

    
      I’d already come this far and had no desire to compromise.
    

    
      The path walked by Kang Hyuk, the man... The only path was a shining victory!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Guooooooooo! 
    

    
      Once he saw Weyn Covert, Bebeto let out a long roar to announce his arrival.
    

    
      
        Kiooooooooo! 
      
    

    
      
        Kuuuuuuuuuuuu! 
      
    

    
      The wyverns following us startled me with long roars as well.
    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! 
    

    
      With the arrival of several wyverns, mercenaries popped up like frogs jumping out of a hot pot and the bell clanged loudly to inform the covert of an enemy appearance.
    

    
      ‘Impressive!’
    

    
      Even though they couldn’t do much with their strength alone, the mercenaries were drawing bows or gripping weapons with combat-readiness. I felt a flush of satisfaction seeing their soldierly actions.
    

    
      “Ruuun!”
    

    
      “Uwaaaah! If you want to live, everyone run!”
    

    
      “Mommyyy~!!”
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      However, my satisfaction crumbled not even 3 seconds later.
    

    
      ‘Of course…Sigh.’
    

    
      Losing themselves in fear, the mercenaries ran in all directions like bunnies fleeing a hawk. They were so fast that they could probably beat the world record for the 100 meter dash.
    

    
      “I-It’s the Lord!”
    

    
      “Ah? Is it really him?”
    

    
      But a few guys with their head on straight saw me and yelled that it was the lord. It seemed that in the time I was gone, the mercenaries had decided to treat me as their lord as well.
    

    
      “The Lord has returned!”
    

    
      The mercenaries stopped running only after confirming Bebeto’s appearance, which was starkly different from other wyverns, and me on his back.
    

    
      Swoooooosh. 
    

    
      Bebeto flapped his wings as he slowly descended on the covert’s runway.
    

    
      Flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      And the other five wyverns landed as well behind him.
    

    
      “T-They’re Temir wyverns.”
    

    
      “Holy! Why are they here?”
    

    
      As expected of Nerman mercenaries, they recognized the Temir wyverns whose bodies were marked with shamanry.
    

    
      “Welcome back, my liege.”
    

    
      Looking at me and the wyverns, Derval ran through the throng of mercenaries who were racking their rock-hard brains.
    

    
      “Nothing happened?”
    

    
      “There were no problems. But these wyverns are...”
    

    
      “I picked them up.”
    

    
      “Pardon? Picked them up? Wyverns?”
    

    
      “I don’t know how those Temir northerners knew, but they gave me five wyverns, telling me to knock down Viscount Lukence. And they even processed two dead wyverns nicely and gave me those as a gift as well.”
    

    
      “As expected of my liege!”
    

    
      At my nonsensical explanation, Derval looked at me with eyes full of emotion and respect. He would probably even believe me if I said you could make bread with dirt.
    

    
      “Wow! What’s all this money laying around!”
    

    
      There was such a fuss at my arrival, but Ryker appeared only now with a swagger and his clothes in a disarray. His eyes gleamed with desire as he looked at the wyverns.
    

    
      “If you sold even one of these... Huhu... Gulp.”
    

    
      Ryker—whose head only had thoughts of women and wine—looked at my wyverns with wicked eyes.
    

    
      ‘He’s like this but asks for a wyvern? This cheeky fellow.’
    

    
      No matter how much I needed Skyknights, I didn’t want to give one to Ryker. That would make me no different from a crazy person entrusting a cat with a tasty fish before leaving the house.
    

    
      “Derval, prepare hangars where these wyverns can rest at once. And bring them some fresh food.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      ‘Kuku. Little ones, from now on, this place is your home. Let’s do our best together.’
    

    
      The innocent country-bumpkin wyverns were sitting behind Bebeto as if keeping guard. Just looking at them revived the satisfaction in my heart.
    

    
      ‘If I go hunting with these guys, just how much could I earn?’
    

    
      Everything could be connected to money here on the Nerman Plains as long as you put in a little bit of effort.
    

    
      All I had to do now was to gather up the gold coins and put them in my pocket.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “You say he now has five wyverns raised by Temir?”
    

    
      The report coming into his ears, which had become sensitive due to the important goods, was so ridiculous that Viscount Lukence had to confirm it twice.
    

    
      “Yes. Precise information has not yet come in, but the report says five Temir wyverns have definitely joined his forces.”
    

    
      Lukence wasn’t an idiot. Among the mercenaries the rookie baronet Kyre took in, some were Lukence’s informants. Through them, important information was quickly being reported to Gadain Castle.
    

    
      “Surely he hasn’t united with those Temir?”
    

    
      “That is probably not the case. As you know, my liege, the Temir are single-minded tribal folk who know no compromise. It makes no sense for them to join hands with someone. If they were of a mind to unite with someone that easily, then they would have accepted your proposal long ago, my liege.”
    

    
      Lukence was someone who had already tried many times to compromise with the Temir.
    

    
      He knew it well. That unlike any other empire or kingdom on the continent, the Temir could raise and use wyverns far more easily. One of the reasons they were able to survive in the northern continent which crawled with monsters and demon beasts was their wyverns, which had the battle prowess of a hundred men.
    

    
      “He’s quite a bothersome little bastard...”
    

    
      It hadn’t been long since he came to Nerman, but the rookie baronet was steadily gnawing on the nerves of Lukence, who was known to have nerves of steel. Lukence’s brows furrowed slightly.
    

    
      “Even now, as soon as you give the word, we can eliminate him at once.” An adjutant once again quietly proposed to attack while looking at Lukence’s inscrutable face.
    

    
      “Kuku. No. Passing over the goods comes before him. That aside, how far are they?”
    

    
      “From the missives we’ve received from the kirt birds, they have left the port. We can send out the convoy 4 days from now.”
    

    
      “4 days from now... Kuku, I cannot wait.”
    

    
      Lukence, who normally didn’t show his emotions, revealed his teeth as he laughed with satisfaction.
    

    
      Once the goods were passed over and the goods were given to him as promised, no one in Nerman would be able to do anything about him anymore. And as long as he received their cooperation, he had the confidence to turn Nerman ino the continent’s best territory in a short amount of time. 
    

    
      “I always say this, but do your best until the very end. I have bet everything on this.”
    

    
      “I shall keep that in mind again and again,” responded Lukence’s chief adjutant knight, Delvado.
    

    
      As the two men spoke, darkness blanketed Gadain Castle. Mirroring the hearts of men conspiring ever so quietly...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Getting closer is impossible?”
    

    
      “Their security is incredibly tight. Regardless of who you are, all people are decapitated if they come within 2 km around the transport ships. Also, at least half of Lukence’s men are there, and wyverns frequently patrol the area.”
    

    
      ‘What in the world is there for him to protect it so fiercely?’
    

    
      “That’s strange... Even if they go out with the transport ships, once they go into the sea, they’ll get robbed silly by the pirates. Why the heck is he guarding those ships so much? Maybe...”
    

    
      ‘Maybe’ came from Ryker’s lips, and because he was sometimes capable of saying something smart, Derval and my gazes turned to him.
    

    
      “Huhu. Lukence, that bastard, he couldn’t be remodeling the transport ships and... turning them into the newest model of moving tavern?? Ah! Fuck, that’s a business idea I was saving for later! Lukence! You really are something!”
    

    
      Flailing his fists, Ryker expressed his burning regret.
    

    
      
        Pow! 
      
    

    
      “Aaagh!”
    

    
      Without any words, I let loose a fist at Ryker’s face, which was to my left.
    

    
      “Oi! Why are you hitting me!?”
    

    
      Holding his eye, Ryker resisted me a little.
    

    
      “If you say one more bit of nonsense, you’ll come out as Bebeto’s poop tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Hng...”
    

    
      This pervert Ryker, he really tested the limits of one’s patience. He only shut his mouth after getting hit.
    

    
      “As Ryker said, that point is indeed suspicious. As long as Viscount Lukence isn’t an idiot, would he have prepared a convoy? From what I heard, the sea in front of the Nerman Plains is called the playground of pirates.”
    

    
      Derval closed his eyes as he fell into deep thought.
    

    
      ‘Pirates and Lukence. What a matching combination.’
    

    
      Those cockroach-like pirates and Lukence were a match made in heaven. The answer was obvious.
    

    
      ‘He must be trying some kind of trade with those pirates. Even though I don’t know what the goods are...’
    

    
      “Most likely...” Derval looked up from his contemplation and spoke as if he had come to a conclusion.
    

    
      “It must be that...?” I looked at Derval as I trailed off meaningfully.
    

    
      “I believe so. If he isn’t moving even though we have provoked him this much, it must only mean that whatever is in the convoy is more important. And it must have some kind of connection to those guys.”
    

    
      I nodded at my smart retainer’s words.
    

    
      “Uwah! What in the world are you talking about? What ‘most likely,’ what ‘must be that?’ Don’t treat a person like a fool right in front of them! Isn’t this too much?!”
    

    
      Ryker, who had been cocking his ears to listen to my cryptic words with Derval, couldn’t hold back his frustration anymore and flapped his mouth.
    

    
      Pow! 
    

    
      And as soon as Ryker finished, my fist of punishment flew over with terrifying speed.
    

    
      Po-po-pow! Po-pow! 
    

    
      His right eye was already swollen and now his left eye was, too. Ryker rolled around in pain on the ground. My two feet moved to punish him.
    

    
      “Ugyaah! Please spare me!”
    

    
      Ryker screamed like a pig being slaughtered at my indiscriminate attack.
    

    
      ‘The thing getting hit by my feet isn’t a person but an orc, an orc.’
    

    
      I closed my ears and hypnotized myself.
    

    
      Pow! Pow! Po-po-pow! 
    

    
      Thanks to the effect of the hypnotizing, even more strength went into my feet.
    

    
      Today, I learned for real.
    

    
      It was something I learned from the wyverns. If words were ineffective, fists were the only answer.
    

    
      

    

    
      “There are Temir wyverns there?”
    

    
      “Surprisingly enough, it isn’t even one or two, but five.”
    

    
      “How can that be? The wyverns used by the Temir have much higher loyalty than other wyverns...”
    

    
      Her voice rang hollow as Baroness Janice's long eyelashes trembled in shock.
    

    
      “There are already seven wyverns in Kyre’s possession. If they were to get protective gear or Skyknights, then...” Janice's Skyknight, Berketh, trailed off with a bitter expression.
    

    
      They all thought that Kyre would come asking for help soon after provoking Viscount Lukence. No, that was just common sense. No matter how outstanding the Skyknight and wyvern were, in front of such numbers, they could only bend the knee.
    

    
      But Kyre’s skill overturned all reason. He killed Palmir and captured his wyvern, and now he had brought several Temir wyverns into the covert’s hangars as well. And all that within a few days of being assigned here.
    

    
      Everyone was silent for a moment as they thought of Kyre.
    

    
      “He is someone whose identity truly cannot be unraveled. How did he employ so many mercenaries in such a short amount of time and control the hearts of the Denfors residents...” Janice's words were filled with how dumbstruck she was.
    

    
      Everything was progressing differently from what they had planned, throwing her thoughts into disarray.
    

    
      “Shall we go see him at once?” The short and sturdily-built Atisann brought up a visit to Kyre.
    

    
      “Not yet. So what if there are a bunch of wyverns in hangars. They’ve got no Skyknights, and moreover, wyverns aren’t like humans; they won’t betray their previous masters so easily,” said Berketh, expressing the opposite sentiment.
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      Janice was on the horns of a dilemma. She was currently preparing all of her forces for a blown-out battle with Viscount Lukence the moment Kyre came to her with his head bowed. But the problem was, the rookie Skyknight wasn’t coming.
    

    
      “Let’s wait and see a few more days. Observe Kyre and Viscount Lukence’s movements well for now.”
    

    
      “That is probably the best method.”
    

    
      “Tch, to think the stone that rolled over was this big...”
    

    
      At Janice's orders, the two Skyknights looked bitter.
    

    
      Their current situation was one where they had discovered that the stone that rolled over wasn’t a hidden gem for them to take, but something that could destroy all their plans. You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t feel any bitterness towards an incomprehensible entity that realized all the dreams you had held onto for over ten years.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      The weather sure was great.
    

    
      It was a night where low black clouds obscured the light of the stars.
    

    
      Wearing skin-tight black clothes like an assassin, I was attempting infiltration.
    

    
      ‘Security is really strict.’
    

    
      We knew well enough that Lukence was planning on trading something with the pirates. But what that something was, was the question. My curiosity brought me over here to personally find out.
    

    
      And now, I could see it—the sight of soldiers in groups of ten crawling all over the wharf in patrols took my breath away for a moment.
    

    
      ‘Just how important are those goods?’ I thought, growing even more curious about the identity of the goods.
    

    
      The ships were bigger than I thought. With a length of just under 30 meters, the part floating above the water alone was already 5 meters tall. The stout shape indicated that they were indeed convoy ships. And there were five of them in total.
    

    
      ‘It’d be nice if I could just use Invisibility.’
    

    
      Among the 7th Circle spells, there was one for invisibility. I knew the formula, but I couldn’t cast it because my circle level was too low. However, I couldn’t just go back like this.
    

    
      ‘Thankfully, the fog is blowing in just in time...’
    

    
      “Fog!”
    

    
      Hiding between two rather large trees, I cast fog magic. The weather suited my purposes—rain had fallen on the riverside and the sky was thick with low clouds.
    

    
      
        Shaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.
      
    

    
      With the activation of the spell from a point around 100 meters away, fog spread out in all directions. Thanks to the humidity from the riverside and the weather, the Fog spell was at least twice as effective. Quite a lot of mana was sucked out as it combined with the mana in the atmosphere to create the fog.
    

    
      “What kind of fog is this thick?”
    

    
      “Shh. Your voice is too loud. If you get caught by the supervisor, you’ll be flogged.”
    

    
      A few soldiers patrolling near me muttered amongst themselves.
    

    
      “Haste.”
    

    
      As the fog swept past them and blanketed the area, I cast Haste.
    

    
      Flash! There was a brief flash because of the cast, but because I was flat on the ground and covered most of it with my black robe, not much light escaped.
    

    
      I raised my head carefully to examine my surroundings. Thankfully, no one had discovered me.
    

    
      The riverside was overgrown with reeds, which I hid myself in like the wind, the reeds rustling as I went.
    

    
      I used mana step and Haste at the same time. No joke, I was three times faster than Usain Bolt running the 100 meter.
    

    
      ‘One group over there.’
    

    
      Because I ran with my mana still activated, I could clearly feel the soldiers’ presences. I slipped past them like a roach as I swiftly approached the ships.
    

    
      Guuuooooooo! 
    

    
      ‘That stupid birdbrain!’
    

    
      A wyvern flying above the foggy riverside gave out a low roar. Even though I was cursing, my body was already almost at the wharf.
    

    
      However, even though the wharf was thick with fog, wood fires crackled as they lit up the area well enough that you could still see in front of you.
    

    
      “Summon Sylph.”
    

    
      Right now, I needed a creature of silence. A spirit was more useful than magic here, so I summoned Sylph.
    

    
      At my summoning, Sylph appeared with a slight puff of wind. Because of the fog, Sylph’s half-transparent body was almost invisible.
    

    
      “Sylph, go turn off all those fires.”
    

    
      Instead of answering, Sylph nodded before whooshing off.
    

    
      “Oi! W-What’s going on!”
    

    
      “What kind of wind is this rough?”
    

    
      The soldiers were startled as Sylph’s breath blew out the wood fires.
    

    
      “What are you all doing! Quickly light the fires!” An angry knight’s voice rang out.
    

    
      It was only for a moment, but when the fires went out, the area was concealed in fog. I lightly shot forward and stealthily jumped onto the stern of a ship.
    

    
      ‘This is more exciting than I thought.’
    

    
      These actions were like a spy or 007 James Bond from the movies. Just like how a certain thief once said, a stolen apple tasted better than a regular one, the tension electrified my whole body and gave me a strange taste of excitement.
    

    
      ‘There’s not much on the ship.’
    

    
      The wharf and the area around the ships was thick with soldiers, but there weren’t many on the ship itself. I could only faintly feel the movements of a few people who seemed to be knights.
    

    
      My footsteps as light as a cat’s, I shot forward into the passage in the middle of the ship. I could tell from my mana that the inside of the ship definitely didn’t have any people. Therefore, if I could just reach the inside of the ship, today’s infiltration would be a success.
    

    
      Rustle. 
    

    
      ‘Safe!’
    

    
      As I slid into the passage like a runner in baseball, I cried out ‘safe’ in my mind.
    

    
      And with that, my infiltration was a success.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ara? What’s all this?’
    

    
      Inside the ship, just as I thought, there were goods loaded up in a rectangular cabin. In front of me were sturdy wooden chests about 50 cm long and wide. I didn’t know what was inside, but the uniformly stacked wooden chests were tightly tied up several times with ropes to secure them for sea travel.
    

    
      ‘What in the world might be inside?’
    

    
      They were definitely not jewels or food. The chests were also too small for me to think that weapons might be inside.
    

    
      ‘Magic crystals? Or gold coins?’
    

    
      The goods valued on this continent drifted to my mind, but there wasn’t an obvious answer.
    

    
      At a time like this, there was no need to rack my brain. I undid the ropes tying the chests in the back.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. How nice would it be if these were all gold coins or magic crystals?’
    

    
      If all of these were gold coins or magic crystals, the biggest reason to chop up Lukence would appear. I controlled my excited thoughts and gently opened one of the chests.
    

    
      
        Click. 
      
    

    
      It was nailed shut, but my mana-imbued hand pried it open with ease.
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      Looking at the opened chest, an exclamation of doubt came bursting out of me.
    

    
      ‘What is this?’
    

    
      Inside the chest was a bottle wrapped in plushy sheep fleece, a round glass bottle. Inside was some kind of blue, gleaming liquid.
    

    
      ‘Alcohol?’ I thought as I looked at the liquid carefully stored in the bottle. ‘Is he really intending to make a tavern here, like Ryker said?’
    

    
      But making a high-class tavern in a remote and perilous place like this was crazy.
    

    
      ‘Do the pirates not have enough alcohol?’
    

    
      However, that too was ridiculous.
    

    
      Pop! 
    

    
      I opened the glass bottle, which I thought might be a bottle of alcohol.
    

    
      “Haa...”
    

    
      As soon as I opened the bottle, a refreshing fragrance burrowed deep into my nostrils. It was an unknown fragrance that resembled spring flowers but also carried the likeness of mint.
    

    
      ‘It smells rather familiar...’ I had a great memory and remembered this fragrance. ‘I-It can’t be—!’
    

    
      A certain word flashed through my mind.
    

    
      Gulp gulp. 
    

    
      I hastily drank big gulps of the liquid inside.
    

    
      ‘Kya....’
    

    
      This smooth and cool, refreshing but hot flavor going down my throat that reminded me of a digestive drink... 
    

    
      ‘It’s a top-grade potion!’ Surprisingly, it wasn’t even an ordinary potion but a special gift of the gods that boasted a 3-year minimum shelf life, a top-grade potion. ‘If this bottle is full of top-grade potion... It’s got to be at least several thousand Gold! Urk! Then if everything on this boat is potion...’
    

    
      Kaching!! My mind spun to calculate.
    

    
      The moment you drank this top-grade potion, most injuries would be healed instantly. The item knights absolutely had to bring with them to battle was this top-grade potion, an item seen as so valuable that one could guess a knight’s wage by the existence or absence of a potion as well as its quality. It seemed there were a thousand chests of such potions here.
    

    
      ‘It has to be at least millions of Gold. The problem is that these potions are continent-exclusive products. To pirates who cannot trade with the temples, these potions are...’
    

    
      Money wasn’t the problem. Potions were definitely needed to repulse the monsters living in the sea. From what I heard, the pirates on the Kesmire Islands were a group of maritime gangsters ruling the sea. They probably needed a ton of potions.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. So this is why he’s been doting and cherishing these boats so much?’
    

    
      The empires and kingdoms that were being harassed by the pirates had likely completely banned any trade with them. There weren’t any crazy kingdoms that would sell holy water treated as valuable goods even in the continent to the pirates.
    

    
      I drew a conclusive answer.
    

    
      ‘Use Lukence as a puppet boss to supply holy water, eh? Kuku. And in return, the pirates will take Lukence’s side.’
    

    
      Even for Lukence, it would be impossible for him to hold Nerman with his current military strength alone. But if he were to continue furnishing the pirates with holy water and they were to help him, then it would be a different situation. With the pirates as powerful reinforcements, clearing away the monsters and subjugating the Temir would not be difficult.
    

    
      ‘So what should I do with all these...’
    

    
      If these bottles were all smashed using magic, Lukence would probably want to commit seppuku. However, these were most definitely goods purchased by sucking out the blood and life of the Nerman residents. I didn’t want to throw that to the void.
    

    
      Thump thump. 
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      While I was thinking a bit, I heard footsteps approaching the cabin. I swiftly closed the chest and re-tied the rope before erasing my presence and hiding between the chests.
    

    
      “There are 4 days left now.”
    

    
      “Yeah, just thinking about how much we suffered because of these guys makes my hackles rise.”
    

    
      “We have to endure. If these goods are passed over properly, these Nerman Plains will belong to our liege and us!”
    

    
      “Of course that’s how it should be. Once those traitorous Bajran Empire bastards leave, we will protect Nerman with our hands!”
    

    
      Seeing that I could feel mana from them, the two people were definitely knights.
    

    
      ‘4 days? Hooh, is that so.’
    

    
      “That aside, I heard that Kyre guy boosted his forces by quite a lot?”
    

    
      “Seems so, yeah. The fellow in charge of information just told me; five wyverns used by the Temir are in his hangars.”
    

    
      “Dirty bastard! It seems his actions are no different from those Bajran traitors. He’s definitely made some kind of agreement with those Temir!”
    

    
      ‘Jeez, these guys are busy writing a novel here.’
    

    
      Without even knowing what really went down, the two people muttered with resentful voices. I wanted to go out and kick their babbling mouths, but I had to hold back today.
    

    
      “Let’s go to the next ship.”
    

    
      “Huhu. Alright, let’s go see our pretties.”
    

    
      “Wipe your saliva. Those girls are merchandise.”
    

    
      ‘Girls? Merchandise?’ The two knights went outside and disappeared without even thinking to resolve my questions. ‘It seems there are girls on another ship.’
    

    
      When I took over Denfors, we saw almost no girls in Viscount Lukence’s mansion. My guess was that those women were all dragged to the wharf.
    

    
      ‘I should retreat for now.’
    

    
      Having found out that there were top-grade potions and kidnapped women here was already a big harvest.
    

    
      ‘Lukence, you really are an unforgivable son of a bitch.’
    

    
      I hadn’t seen Lukence’s face up close. I was curious as to how his inhumane mug looked.
    

    
      This evil bastard who tormented the humans living in Nerman...
    

    
      I wanted to hit him to death and then some.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Where are you going, sir?”
    

    
      Early the next morning after I returned from checking the contents of the ship, I packed a fishing rod and jumped onto Bebeto’s back. As I did so, Derval and Ryker appeared and asked me where I was headed.
    

    
      “Wait here a bit. I’ll fish up a huge one.”
    

    
      “Huhu. My liege, you really do know romance. But where are you going? I know a reaaal nice place,” Ryker said, almost drooling.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, this person can’t be helped.’
    

    
      When it came to eating and playing, Ryker showed genius-level talent. It was indeed impressive that he had reached the Master level, but that alone could not guarantee one’s life. Ryker should realize that and work a bit harder, but he showed zero sign of putting in any effort.
    

    
      “Derval, rest up today. Ryker, I’ll give a few day’s rest to the mercenaries, so play and drink to your heart’s content.”
    

    
      “Oh!! My liege, I thank you for your great kindness.”
    

    
      Ryker bowed deep at my words to play as he radiated respect towards me.
    

    
      ‘Fists have no effect on this guy.’
    

    
      Even though he got beaten up by me, Ryker’s steadfast appearance showed no light of tension or self-reflection. I guess there were sometimes people who couldn’t be fixed even with fists.
    

    
      ‘Shall I just bury him next time?’
    

    
      If fists didn’t work, then there could only be one thing to try next—dig about 6 feet deep and bury the fellow.
    

    
      “I’ll be back! Bebeto! Let’s go!”
    

    
      Guoooooo! 
    

    
      Now that there were wyverns that respected him like the sky, Bebeto was in even higher spirits than ever. He roared loudly enough to shake the covert as he spread his golden-striped wings wide.
    

    
      “Wow!”
    

    
      Bebeto brought me above the Lovent River, which rushed through the Nerman Plains. The river was so deep and large that it had to be at least several times wider than the Han River in Korea.
    

    
      ‘They said the river almost reaches Havis Kingdom’s borders, didn’t they? It’ll be way more economical to use it as a transportation method later.’
    

    
      We flew to a place several hours away from where Viscount Lukence’s convoy ships were located.
    

    
      ‘Around one hour’s ride away from Denfors. Perfect.’
    

    
      I told Derval and Ryker that I was going out to fish, but my goal was elsewhere.
    

    
      ‘It’ll be good to install the magic circle on those rocks.’
    

    
      Sturdy-looking black boulders were positioned on each side of the river.
    

    
      Flop flop. 
    

    
      Guoo! Guooo! 
    

    
      ‘Woah, is it ok for freshwater fish to be that big?’
    

    
      The creatures on this continent overturned all common sense. Even now, creatures that looked like carp were flopping out of the water. But surprisingly, they were huge fish reaching nearly 2 meters in size. Bebeto spotted them with his sharp eyes and expressed his joy.
    

    
      “Alright, you go catch some fish. I’ll be working.”
    

    
      Bebeto was no help at all to my work. I didn’t want to force him to sit around for me.
    

    
      With that, I jumped off Bebeto’s back. In my hand was the magic crystal and magic crystal dust I acquired not long ago.
    

    
      Thud. Despite jumping from quite the distance, I only felt a slight impact on my knees as I landed on a flat rock. Ever since I started using mana, my body became as light as a feather. My body also gained a healthy physique that didn’t catch illnesses like the common cold anymore.
    

    
      “La la la~”
    

    
      I stood on the massive boulder facing the water and hummed. My heart had become light upon reaching this place, where the river flowed smoothly and the air was suffused with the fragrance of spring.
    

    
      “Flatten!”
    

    
      Using magic, I cut the boulder in half to flatten it completely.
    

    
      A length of rock 2 meters wide was cleanly cut with a single cast, revealing a flat surface. 
    

    
      
        Guoooooooo!
      
    

    
      Flop flop!
    

    
      At Bebeto’s excited cry, I turned my head.
    

    
      “Wow!”
    

    
      Bebeto had a huge 3 meter fish in his claws. The fish’s strength must be good, because as it was pulled out, it flailed like Luffy using a Gomu Gomu technique as it struggled.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. I tell ya, as long as you have him, you’ll never starve.’
    

    
      He ate and pooped a lot, but Bebeto was just as helpful. I couldn’t help but feel gratitude to the god that gifted me him.
    

    
      ‘I wonder if everyone is doing well.’
    

    
      My thoughts drifted to the faces I missed but had forgotten for a moment because of all the crazy things happening. I took a handful of crystal dust as I thought about them.
    

    
      My parents and friends, as well as Yerin, the priestess Aramis, Countess Irene, Hyneth, Princess Igis, and the girl dressed as a man who stole my first real kiss, Russell.
    

    
      
        [TN: F in the chat for Rothello, who was completely forgotten because he has XY chromosomes.]
      
    

    
      The faces I missed went quickly through my thoughts.
    

    
      “Just wait a bit longer. I’ll develop Nerman into the continent’s best region and invite all of you over!”
    

    
      Thinking of the faces that made me happy just remembering them, I started drawing the magic circle.
    

    
      In order to make Nerman my paradise on this continent, Lukence was an obstacle.
    

    
      Taking care of that wicked villain was my first objective.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 51: Scene of the Deciding Battle
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “You say everyone’s playing?”
    

    
      “That’s correct, my liege. According to the informants, he gave them a bonus a few days ago, telling the mercenaries to rest up. Then the man named Kyre went to the river and has been fishing since then.”
    

    
      “Fishing? Kukuku. What a funny fellow. He should be thinking about how to survive at a time like this.”
    

    
      “I think that perhaps the person himself has realized your strength and has given up, my liege.”
    

    
      “No... Something is still fishy.”
    

    
      Viscount Lukence shook his head at Delvado, the chief advising knight with whom he had worked for many years.
    

    
      “In any case, when the ships depart in a short while, everything will be settled. And tomorrow, the bastard named Kyre will have to either offer his neck or flee.”
    

    
      4 days of time had passed as swift as an arrow. Even though the convoy ships were large, they could still sink in rough waves. Lukence still had to avoid catching the eye of the commander, who was still formally governing Nerman, and just make it through the river. Once his ships made it onto the sea and he delivered the goods to the waiting people, everything would be over.
    

    
      “Once the ships depart, distribute as much alcohol and meat as they can eat to the soldiers remaining. And then tomorrow, we’ll go catch that guy.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The moment darkness fell, the convoy would depart on the river.
    

    
      ‘Little rookie, I’ll cut open your belly to see for myself, just how bloated your guts are...’
    

    
      A dark smile floated on Lukence’s lips as he thought about tomorrow’s blood and slaughter. 
    

    
      ‘Janice... Your turn will be next. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      The last formal noble left in Nerman, Janice. Up until now, Lukence had left her alone because of the consequences he would suffer from the commander, but now it was time to clean up.
    

    
      Lukence was determined.
    

    
      To formally take over Nerman within the next few days.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Ryker, are those guys trustworthy?”
    

    
      “Huhu. I specifically selected only the ones with clean records. Just believe in me, my liege.”
    

    
      Handsome Ryker, flashed me a crafty smile while telling me to believe in him. I didn’t want to, but I had no choice for now.
    

    
      “Derval, have the other mercenaries departed?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege. They all shouted they were going hunting and left the city excitedly.”
    

    
      ‘Shall we get things going now, then?’
    

    
      The last few days had been spent fishing with Bebeto. Time passed and it was now the day Lukence would send off his convoy.
    

    
      “Ryker, I will tell you again—the only thing I am doing is scattering the enemies. You must absolutely not confront them head-on.”
    

    
      “I told you, just believe in me. Huhu.”
    

    
      Giving me a greasy chuckle like a dandy, Ryker thumped his chest. I could believe in everyone else, but somehow, I really couldn’t put my confidence in Ryker.
    

    
      ‘Alright, as long as he lures those guys out, I’ll finally give him a wyvern.’
    

    
      Even I couldn’t fight eleven wyverns at once. They weren’t defenseless wyverns like the Temir wyverns, but wyverns wearing enspelled protective gear that defended against 4th Circle magic and seasoned Skyknights who grew up in the sky. Because of that, I was forced to use a cheat.
    

    
      “Is the camouflage perfect?”
    

    
      “As long as they don’t get close, there’s no worry of them finding out. In any case, he is wearing the same magic gear and airplate as you, my liege.”
    

    
      “Then I’m departing right away. Derval, lead the mercenaries on standby outside the city. You must bring them to Gadain Castle when the moon is in the middle of the sky.”
    

    
      “Please allay your worries. We have gathered every single horse in the city, so you don’t have to worry about that.”
    

    
      Like Derval said, we had collected every horse in the city. Then we distributed just under 500 mercenaries a horse.
    

    
      ‘It’s all or nothing!’
    

    
      It was a rule that matters this big were finished with one victory anyway.
    

    
      “Then, I’m departing. May you have fortune in war, men!”
    

    
      “We pray for your good health, my liege!”
    

    
      “Hehe. I told you, just believe in me!!”
    

    
      Other than Derval, I couldn’t really believe in the mercenaries or Ryker. But the die was cast, and the wheel of fortune was now spinning.
    

    
      ‘Lukence, today, I will strip you down to the hairs on your butt! Uhahaha!’
    

    
      Here on Nerman, ground combat didn’t mean much anyway. As long as Lukence and his goons were caught, I could swallow the whole chicken without even plucking it.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Depart!”
    

    
      “Unfurl the sails!”
    

    
      A placid wind was blowing on the river. On the wharf in the vicinity of Gadain Castle, which was now shrouded in darkness, the convoy ships unfurled their sails.
    

    
      Flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Filling with wind in moments, the sails rounded like a very pregnant woman’s belly.
    

    
      “Skyknights, ascend and assume defensive formation!”
    

    
      Flap flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Five wyverns waiting in the air took up the back and the other six rose high into the moonlit sky. Then they made a diamond-shaped formation, a typical defense formation in aerial combat. This defense formation could block an attack from any direction.
    

    
      
        Swoosh, swoooosh. 
      
    

    
      The formation drew a large circle and prowled in the sky above the ships.  
    

    
      “Modular defense formation!”
    

    
      Viscount Lukence barked out a command from the rear. 4 wyverns made one team in a formation guarding the surroundings. Viscount Lukence’s Skyknights, who had always kept up with the thorough and exhaustive training regiment, split into teams of four and spread out in all directions.
    

    
      ‘Magnificent.’
    

    
      Even though Viscount Lukence didn’t show his emotions for the most part, as he gazed upon the enspelled armor of his wyverns sparkling in the moonlight, a satisfied smile appeared on his lips.
    

    
      It wasn’t empty confidence; he truly believed that his flight formation was great enough to not fear even Skyknights of the Imperial Guard.
    

    
      ‘Rookie... come, why don’t you. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      If the information that came in today was to be believed, the rookie had repelled and captured Temir wyverns attacking Count Yaix, the commander, using a spirit and magic.
    

    
      However, Lukence didn’t believe those words.
    

    
      How could a mage possibly summon a spirit? Magic swordsmen were still heard of, but a summoner mage had pretty much never appeared in the history of the continent.
    

    
      Viscount Lukence flew in the middle of the wyvern formation guarding in all directions. Underneath him was the convoy, which was progressing quickly along the water with the power of wind. Inside were today’s trade items, which he had purchased using every bit of the fortune he had toiled for several years to earn. With these goods as a stepping stone, Lukence would expand his ambition even more.
    

    
      Wooooosh. 
    

    
      ‘The wind is good.’
    

    
      Spring was clearly in the air, so the wind felt very gentle. Because Lukence was wearing an airplate that insulated him from outside forces, he didn’t feel cold or hot. However, he could tell the season and flavor of the wind from the sound of the passing wind alone.
    

    
      A Skyknight.
    

    
      No matter what anyone said, Skyknights were children of the wind.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘The wind is good.’
    

    
      Bebeto could fly higher than other wyverns. With Ryker flying far ahead of us, we rode the wind much higher up in the sky.
    

    
      ‘When Ryker shows up, at least one formation will break away. If that happens, there should be seven or eight wyverns left. I have to take care of them as quickly as possible.’
    

    
      Now, there was no need to hide my skills. As long as Lukence was taken care of, no one in Nerman would be able to do anything about me anymore.
    

    
      ‘Janice, there’s only your choice left. If you come to me only after today ends, then you’re my enemy.’
    

    
      Before leaving Denfors, I sent a horse to Janice with a message.
    

    
      I am leaving now to take care of Lukence.
    

    
      If you want, you can participate in the battle.
    

    
      But if we meet after today and you have not come, then I will take you as my enemy—that was the brief warning and attempt to win her over in the message.
    

    
      It was my final consideration toward Janice, who had shown me goodwill.
    

    
      ‘If we keep going at this speed, it’ll be 10 minutes. Shall we get some exercise today?’
    

    
      Today of all days, the spring moon hung especially large in the sky. The beauty of the moonlight lighting up the earth with a gentleness unlike the sun made my breath stop in my throat.
    

    
      This flavor could only be tasted by those who ruled the sky, a fantastic flavor no inferior to eating wild unagi with a glass of raspberry wine.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “... Is this a warning? Or an attempt to win me over?”
    

    
      Janice clenched the white paper in her hand. Her brown eyes gleamed coldly.
    

    
      “I heard two wyverns have sortied.”
    

    
      “Two? Are you kidding me? Viscount Lukence is in command of eleven wyverns. And they’re controlled by top-level Skyknights.”
    

    
      At Berketh’s words, Atisann made a dumbfounded expression.
    

    
      There was a law of invincibility when you had three times the numbers. No matter how outstanding a Skyknight was, against three times the enemies, it was an official tradition that they would absolutely be defeated.
    

    
      There weren’t many Skyknights in history who had achieved victory in the face of three times their number. There were only a few people, including the Bajran Empire’s first emperor, the Emperor of Wind Alvatreon.
    

    
      “Let us stab him in the back instead. There’s already Lukence; if this Kyre has expressed hostility to us, we can’t just let that slide. We should watch for an opportunity while they’re clashing and stab him in the back!”
    

    
      Berketh, whose face looked horse-like, went out strong.
    

    
      “To backstab like a coward is a bit... How about just sitting back and reaping the profit? Didn’t the rumors say Baronet Kyre has pretty good skills? If he can heroically die taking down maybe four, five wyverns, then we will have more than a fighting chance of success.”
    

    
      Berketh and Atisann didn’t even dream of a direct confrontation. They knew their own skills all too well.
    

    
      “Prepare to fly. And send down the command to all soldiers. Tonight, we attack Gadain Castle!”
    

    
      “Pardon? E-Even Gadain Castle?”
    

    
      “If... if Kyre takes down Lukence, then I...”
    

    
      Janice didn’t forget her true motive.
    

    
      To her, revenge was more important than the safety or peace of Nerman.
    

    
      Janice's brown eyes shone like the stars in the sky.
    

    
      “We depart at once. I can never forgive Lukence!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The two Skyknights bowed at Janice's firm command. In their hearts, they were fervently praying to the Goddess of Victory, Ormion, to allow them to smile brightly while savoring the happiness of victory.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Alright! We’re going off to hunt! Everyone, depart!”
    

    
      “Woooohooo! They’re all dead!”
    

    
      “Uhahaha! I’ll catch the biggest monster and get a bonus!”
    

    
      “Run! Run all night long!”
    

    
      ‘Sigh... these mercenaries.’
    

    
      The mercenaries cheered and clamored, completely unaware of where they were currently going. Derval sighed as he watched them. They weren’t the main forces anyway, but just thinking about running several hours along these orc-minded mercenaries made him grimace.
    

    
      ‘But still, loosening our wallets for a few days made their loyalty go up.’
    

    
      Before, the mercenaries had been apathetic to the commands of Derval, an ordinary knight. But after letting them rest up for several days while bleeding money, they listened pretty well to his words now.
    

    
      “Hiya!”
    

    
      “Run!”
    

    
      
        Neeeeeigh!
      
    

    
      The sound of horses being kicked forward rang out all around them, and soon, the mercenaries’ horses were running forward energetically behind Derval.
    

    
      Without any of them knowing where they were going.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘We’re here!’
    

    
      Who was it that said a bird high in the air had good vision?
    

    
      The wyvern disguised as Bebeto that Ryker was riding on was flying almost 1 km ahead of us at a lower altitude. I glimpsed the sparkle of silver enspelled armor on wyverns cutting through the sky far ahead of him.
    

    
      ‘I took off the enspelled armor for today, and even completely painted Bebeto black.’
    

    
      For the sake of victory, I removed Bebeto’s armor. Defeat was set in stone if he got hit once anyway. For absolute victory, I had Bebeto’s golden stripes painted over with black.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto, sorry that your master isn’t strong enough and made you do this. But next time...’
    

    
      If they met a master without skills, the wyvern would be useless no matter how outstanding they were. I didn’t want to become that kind of master. I wanted to enjoy glory together with Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘They saw him.’
    

    
      It seemed the enemies weren’t blind and spotted Ryker. No, they would definitely be stupid if they couldn’t see him. We had polished the enspelled armor to an eye-catching shine and had painted the wyvern’s body with black and drawn the stripes with glow-in-the-dark golden paint.
    

    
      Wooosh. 
    

    
      Having perceived that the enemies had noticed him, Ryker swerved to the right.
    

    
      ‘He received proper training.’
    

    
      As if he received systematic training, unlike me, Ryker showed a perfect appearance from the moment of departure. Drawing a stark contrast to his usual careless appearance, his posture as he flew was perfect.
    

    
      ‘One, two, three, four. So each formation is made of four.’
    

    
      After discovering Ryker, Lukence’s knights swiftly switched from a defense formation to an attack formation, accelerating immediately as they formed a triangle in the air.
    

    
      ‘Alright then, Ryker, I’ll leave it to you.’
    

    
      Ryker fled with all his might just like I ordered. I watched him as I picked up Blessed Spears with both hands.
    

    
      ‘Seven left. It’s time for Blitzkrieg!’
    

    
      After Ryker disappeared with four wyverns on his tail, I saw the silhouettes of the convoy on the river a short while afterwards.
    

    
      Flap flap, flap flap flap! 
    

    
      Bebeto instinctively sensed that the deciding moment was approaching. I felt like I was one with the powerful, dynamic beating of his wings.
    

    
      I clenched my legs to give Bebeto the command to descend.
    

    
      Bebeto began to descend as the wind whistled around us.
    

    
      ‘Now!’
    

    
      Even as we descended, I opened my eyes wide and threw Blessed Spears towards the enemies flying over.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      Full of mana, the spears shot through the air like rays of light.
    

    
      I rapidly pulled out another two Blessed Spears before mechanically throwing them towards the next targets. 
    

    
      ‘Dammit, just hit someone and end ‘em!’
    

    
      Right now, my enemies were all over the place anyway. There was no need to skimp on Blessed Spears.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Fleeing? Hmph! Looks like I overestimated him.’
    

    
      At least when the rookie’s wyvern appeared far in the distance under the moonlight, Lukence had felt his heart thumping. That courage to show up even while knowing one’s absolute inferiority... the rookie was either stupid or a true warrior.
    

    
      But after approaching a certain distance, the rookie started running away without hesitation. The golden stripes of his black wyvern could clearly be seen.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. You’re dead today.’
    

    
      He didn’t know how fast the bastard’s wyvern could go, but as long as his subordinates—who knew Nerman’s terrain like the back of their hands—were on the chase, the rookie’s wyvern was forfeit.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      But even as he rejoiced, he felt a tingle on his back.
    

    
      It was bloodthirst, bloodthirst from the sky that only someone who had ridden a wyvern for dozens of years could recognize. Startled, he turned his head and inspected the surroundings.
    

    
      “Ahh!”
    

    
      As he raised his head, a cry escaped from within Lukence’s helmet.
    

    
      Lit by the moonlight, a huge and black shadow was descending from above. It was a wyvern, a wyvern was plunging towards him at a speed faster than a meteor.
    

    
      And from wyvern came two flashing shooting stars.
    

    
      “D-DODGE!!!!!!”
    

    
      In his surprise, the word burst out of him hysterically like a scream.
    

    
      Bam! Baaam! 
    

    
      
        KWAAAAAAAAAAAAAAK!
      
    

    
      
        KUUUUUAAAAAAAAA!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      The agonized cries of two other wyverns ripped through the air.
    

    
      The Blessed Spears had been thrown with such power that they shot forward like meteors and punched through the wyverns’ enspelled armor and left from the lower abdomens.
    

    
      “Uwaaahh!”
    

    
      “It’s an enemy!”
    

    
      A mana-charged scream and the cry of “enemy” rang out simultaneously.
    

    
      Flash! At the same time, two wyverns were crashing to the ground, trailing blood and guts, as their Skyknights rapidly cast the Fly spell engraved in their airplates to escape certain death.
    

    
      ‘YOOOOOUUUUUUUUUU!’
    

    
      How precious were those wyverns and Skyknights?!
    

    
      He had become a Skyknight in the empire while suffering all sorts of disdain, and for the sake of his dream, he had left for Nerman, a place where no one else would willingly go.
    

    
      Then he was able to rally Skyknights through conciliation and threats, and now it was almost time for the completion of a huge stepping stone for his grand ambitions. The two wyverns that were like his blood and bones were tragically killed with a single blow without even being able to fight a real battle.
    

    
      
        Crash! Craaash!
      
    

    
      Thanks to their huge weight, the two wyverns that crashed on the ground were completely destroyed.
    

    
      “Enemy appearance! An enemy has appeared at 11 o’clock!”
    

    
      After two wyverns died, the wyverns instinctively deployed evasive maneuvers and were able to barely avoid the four spears that came flying in quick succession.
    

    
      And then, they saw him. Descending in the sky, the enemy was flying towards Viscount Lukence at 11 o’clock.
    

    
      ‘B-Black Wyvern?’
    

    
      Surprisingly enough, it was a Black Wyvern that represented the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Impressive!’
    

    
      I was able to take down two wyverns by catching them off guard. But the wyverns were just barely able to dodge the spears I threw afterwards.
    

    
      It was regrettable. Five wyverns was definitely a big number.
    

    
      ‘So that’s the kind of force that comes when you fill them up completely with mana.’
    

    
      When I threw the first Blessed Spears, unbeknownst to me, I had filled them to the brim with mana.
    

    
      The resulting force was unimaginable.
    

    
      Even after punching through the enemy wyverns, there was apparently still strength in the Blessed Spears because they rammed into the ground like shooting stars.
    

    
      ‘They’re coming!’
    

    
      There wasn’t even time to think long.
    

    
      Before I knew it, Viscount Lukence’s remaining wyverns and Skyknights seized the opportunity to counterattack. They were throwing Blessed Spears at us with all their might.
    

    
      “Bebeto, charge!”
    

    
      I had magic hidden up my sleeve to block Blessed Spears. Putting my faith in my magic, I held Bebeto’s reins with my left hand and a spear in my right as we cut through the wind.
    

    
      ‘Lukence, today is the day you meet your maker! Huhu.’
    

    
      Among the enemy wyverns, I could clearly see which one was Lukence’s. It was the one larger than the others that I had seen last time. The wyvern was busy flying towards me.
    

    
      ‘Come to papa!’
    

    
      There were only enemy wyverns and Blessed Spears around me, but I wasn’t afraid.
    

    
      Those who have victory in mind should absolutely never think about defeat or death!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Crazy!’
    

    
      He wasn’t in his right mind.
    

    
      He had somehow succeeded in ambushing them, but now, Lukence’s Skyknights had perfectly assumed battle positions.
    

    
      But the bastard’s wyvern was flying like crazy towards them.
    

    
      ‘Crush him to a paste! Argh!’
    

    
      Thoughts of how expensive those two wyverns’ lives were briefly flashed through his mind. Those wyverns were in the prime of their lives, too.
    

    
      Grinding his teeth, Lukence raised his second Blessed Spear.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      As he cocked the Blessed Spear, he saw the Intermediate summoner Helayne’s Shuriel cutting through the wind as it flew forward.
    

    
      Unlike spears, which were limited by their momentum, a spirit could attack through a human’s will. The bastard’s unprotected wyvern’s life was forfeit.
    

    
      That’s what Lukence thought, until he saw the magic explosion flashing before his eyes.
    

    
      
        Flaaash! 
      
    

    
      

    

    
      BOOOOOOM. 
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      They were 500 meters apart.
    

    
      The radiance of magic exploded within that short distance.
    

    
      And the Blessed Spears in the bastard’s hands were gone.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      “DODGE!”
    

    
      Lukence’s scream cut through the air a second time as the enemy’s Blessed Spears came hurtling their way once more.
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      The bastard’s spear buried itself deep into the head of the wyvern on Lukence’s right, ridden by the mage Terrence.
    

    
      ‘D-Devil!’
    

    
      At that moment, the word ‘devil’ came to mind.
    

    
      Unable to even think of throwing his Blessed Spear, Viscount Lukence trembled all over. 
    

    
      ‘But Shuriel will...’
    

    
      For whatever reason, the Black Wyvern wasn’t wearing any magic armor on its body. Shuriel was flying over like a beam of light to attack it.
    

    
      ‘It’s over!’
    

    
      As Shuriel approached, Lukence saw the bastard’s wyvern getting torn up by sharp claws in his mind’s eye.
    

    
      The distance was already just 300 meters.
    

    
      There was absolutely no way for him to avoid the spirit’s attack.
    

    
      KYAAAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      However, just then, Lukence heard the spirit’s pained cry.
    

    
      "....."'
    

    
      He was too shocked to even scream.
    

    
      It was disappearing.
    

    
      The intermediate spirit of wind, Shuriel, lowered its silver spirit wings in the middle of attacking and was forcibly returned.
    

    
      “Gaackk...”
    

    
      With his spirit’s forced return, the summoner Halayne flopped senseless onto his wyvern’s back, blood spewing from his mouth.
    

    
      And just then, he saw yet another Shuriel.
    

    
      It was exactly two times bigger than Halayne’s returned Shuriel.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘You stupid birdbrain.’
    

    
      The fearless little Shuriel bared its teeth towards me, someone who had contracted with an archspirit. It was bitten in the nape and forcibly returned to the Spirit Realm by the Shuriel I summoned, who majored in ripping people up with its teeth.
    

    
      “My clever lad! Go bite ‘em!”
    

    
      
        Kiooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Expressing its unlimited joy at my command, Shuriel whizzed off, cutting through the wind with no resistance.
    

    
      
        KWAAAAAAAK—
      
    

    
      A short moment later, a wyvern’s gruesome scream burst out.
    

    
      ‘That must hurt.’
    

    
      Shuriel, who had grown pretty smart, understood my intent all too well. It flew energetically and chomped down with all its might on the unprotected nape of the wyvern’s neck.
    

    
      And now, only 100 meters lay between Lukence’s wyverns and us.
    

    
      There were only two wyverns now that could properly fly towards us.
    

    
      A friendly smile appeared on my face.
    

    
      I raised my right hand, which had the Blessed Spear in it.
    

    
      And with my left, I prepared to cast magic.
    

    
      ‘Lukence, time to say bye bye~!’
    

    
      It was time to finish things.
    

    
      I flung my spear at Lukence, who was still dazedly holding onto his spear.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      Just then, I glimpsed a flash as the Skyknight next to Lukence threw a spear.
    

    
      ‘Dammit!’
    

    
      I was so close that I had let down my guard.
    

    
      “Air Shield!”
    

    
      I hurried to draw the limits of my mana and cast a shield of mana in front of Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘Agh!’
    

    
      
        Bam! 
      
    

    
      Crash! 
    

    
      Lukence was to the right of my line of sight.
    

    
      The Skyknight that threw the spear at me swerved his wyvern right in front of Lukence.
    

    
      The Blessed Spear crashed into the shield and was flung aside.
    

    
      Taking my Blessed Spear to its side, the wyvern in front of Lukence tilted sideways.
    

    
      And then, because we were too close, Lukence grazed past me.
    

    
      100 meters in the sky were like a few meters on land.
    

    
      We just barely passed each other like that. I couldn’t see his face because he was wearing a helmet, but I could easily imagine how twisted Lukence’s face must be.
    

    
      I pulled Bebeto’s reins and rapidly turned him around.
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      As I turned, I was determined to duke it out with Lukence, but while we were turning, Lukence’s wyvern descended low to the ground as it desperately fled. 
    

    
      ‘Chase him?’ I thought, conflicted for a moment.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. I’ll let you off today.’
    

    
      The battle in the sky just now had been fierce.
    

    
      I could feel Bebeto’s previously steady breathing becoming rough.
    

    
      And now, I wasn’t afraid of Lukence. There were also the four wyverns that flew off to chase Ryker, but I wasn’t worried about them, either.
    

    
      ‘Let’s go seize Gadain Castle.’
    

    
      While battle was erupting in the skies, the convoy ships had leisurely drifted far away on the river.
    

    
      They didn’t know.
    

    
      That even if there was a path in the water, their paths were ending soon.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “T-This is...”
    

    
      “Ugya! Isn’t this Gadain Castle?!”
    

    
      “Uwaah! We’re dead!”
    

    
      The mercenaries had excitedly laughed and clamored as they blindly followed Derval, who had led his horse with one hand.
    

    
      But the wind went right out of their sails at the sight of the huge castle shining in the bright moonlight. The mercenaries had been unable to examine the terrain due to all the dust flying around and their rapid speed, but the Gadain Castle they glimpsed after turning a small hill appeared before them like a castle of hell. Everyone’s cheerful spirits sank low. And then, their gazes pierced into the one-armed knight in the front, Derval, their eyes seemingly asking what was going on.
    

    
      ‘My liege, how did it go??’
    

    
      Around now, the aerial battle should have ended. Derval stared at the sky as he bit his dry lips. No matter how unbelievable his liege’s skills were, fighting eleven wyverns with just two should be impossible. He marched all the way here with absolute faith in his liege, but a small part of his heart could not help but harbor doubt.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      Just then, a wyvern’s roar thundered from the sky in the far distance.
    

    
      “Uwaah! It’s Viscount Lukence’s wyverns!”
    

    
      “Ah fuck, no wonder my wife appeared last night in my dream with a kitchen knife!”
    

    
      The mercenaries were like deer in headlights, unable to even think of fleeing. They knew well enough that even on horseback, on a flatland like Nerman under a moonlight night, fleeing would be like calling ‘please, come catch me~!’
    

    
      “M-my liege...!”
    

    
      However, one person, just one person, sat atop his horse with tears of joy running down his face. 
    

    
      That cry belonged to his liege’s wyvern, Bebeto, and was unforgettable even if he wanted to forget it.
    

    
      “Everyone, prepare to attack!”
    

    
      Derval’s vigorous cry rang into the ears of the fearful mercenaries.
    

    
      “Oi oi, have ya ever seen a person this infected with orc rabies.”
    

    
      “Charge? If ya wanna bite the dust, go do that on your own!”
    

    
      The mercenaries’ curses completely shot down Derval’s order to attack.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      
        Flap flap, flap flap flap!
      
    

    
      In the meantime, the black wyvern reached the sky close above their heads.
    

    
      “Charge! I’ll give the first person to cross the castle gates 10,000 Gold!”
    

    
      “Geh! I-It’s the Lord!”
    

    
      “Ugya! The Lord has come!”
    

    
      “T-Ten thousand Gold! Get outta mah way, everyone!”
    

    
      The familiar voice promising ten thousand Gold turned the mercenaries’ eyes into sauces. At the mention of ten thousand Gold from the person they called the lord, Baronet Kyre, it was as if the mercenaries threw all reason to the ground. 
    

    
      “WAAHH! I’M GONNA BE FIRST!”
    

    
      “MOVE, YOU BITCHES! I called dibs!”
    

    
      
        Ruuuumble.
      
    

    
      Neeeeeigh! 
    

    
      Military discipline? What was that? Could you eat it?
    

    
      This was a chance of a lifetime that they may never get again in their lives.
    

    
      A mercenary’s life came like the wind and went like the wind, anyway.
    

    
      Ten thousand Gold was a sum they would be happy about even in death.
    

    
      “My liege...”
    

    
      One word from his liege took care of something he couldn’t do in an instant.
    

    
      As he looked at his liege’s back as he flew towards Gadain Castle, Derval could feel his heart grow warm.
    

    
      His liege, Kyre, who was so damn frickin’ cool.
    

    
      He was Derval’s one and only true master.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Eh? What the fuck?’
    

    
      Gadain Castle crumbled more easily than I thought.
    

    
      Bebeto flew with his huge bulk above the castle, but there weren’t many people awake. It was as if the men had all partied and drank since the early hours of the evening—they were all collapsed in a drunken stupor near the wooden fires that lit the castle walls.
    

    
      When I jumped from Bebeto’s body and slightly opened Gadain Castle’s gates, the mercenaries charged in like athletes competing in the short-distance dash Olympics.
    

    
      Around ten men shot into the gates at the same time, and as soon as they were inside, they started a fist fight about who came in first.
    

    
      And just like that, the mercenaries were inside.
    

    
      Soldiers that weren’t drunk came running up, but they soon kowtowed at the frightening sight of the mercenaries and Bebeto, who was haughtily flapping his wings atop the castle walls.
    

    
      Occupying Gadain Castle was so very easy.
    

    
      Derval, having learned from me at some point, told the mercenaries that each soldier would net them 1 Gold, which caused yet another stir amongst the mercenaries. Even they could see that this was oh so easy prey. They glared fiercely as they charged into all directions.
    

    
      And with that, Gadain Castle came into my control.
    

    
      However, there was still one place I had to wrap up.
    

    
      And that was the all-important convoy.
    

    
      I rode Bebeto and swiftly flew along the river.
    

    
      Using a magic crystal, I had installed manalines. As I expected, the convoy ships were caught in the invisible manalines like fish caught in a net.
    

    
      ‘Janice...’
    

    
      After hurriedly arriving here on Bebeto, what I saw was Janice and her Skyknights.
    

    
      In fact, Janice's soldiers had at some point boarded the convoy ships and were disarming Lukence’s knights and soldiers.
    

    
      ‘Ryker, what the fuck happened?’
    

    
      More surprising was that Ryker, who had disappeared as the bait with four of Lukence’s Skyknights on his tail, was giggling as he chatted cheerfully with Janice.
    

    
      
        Flap flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      I landed Bebeto next to Janice.
    

    
      ‘If he spits out some nonsense... Just wait and see!’
    

    
      The convoy ships were caught by the net I installed. I decided to throw our fleeting acquaintance to the wind and rip him apart if he insisted that he had captured them. 
    

    
      “My liege! What happened to that bastard Lukence?”
    

    
      As Bebeto landed, Ryker ran over and asked about Lukence’s safety(?).
    

    
      “He bounced.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I caught everyone else, but only that guy managed to flee.”
    

    
      “Haha! As expected of my liege!” Ryker said, making an expression that said this result was only natural, even though any other person would have asked me how I had achieved such a ridiculous victory.
    

    
      ‘He took damage.’
    

    
      The wyvern Ryker had ridden had a fist-sized hole in its wing. It must have been pierced by a Blessed Spear.
    

    
      “Is that really true...?”
    

    
      ‘Janice.’
    

    
      Janice asked me to confirm if that was true.
    

    
      “I do not fill my belly up with expensive bread only to lie.”
    

    
      I really couldn’t get used to this kind of stiff speech. But there was a time and place for everything, so I just pushed through and confidently spoke.
    

    
      
        [TN: When Kyre speaks to other nobles, he uses a semi-formal style of speech called hao-che. From Wikipedia: It basically implies "My status is as high as you so I won't be humble, but I still respect your status and don't want to make you feel offended".]
      
    

    
      “Th-that’s ridiculous! How could you fight seven wyverns all on your own?!”
    

    
      Janice's Skyknight Berketh paled as he confirmed the veracity behind my statement.
    

    
      “Would you like to bet? If my words are the truth, then give me your wyvern, and if they are lies, then you may have those guys.”
    

    
      As I spoke, I pointed at Ryker and the wyvern he rode.
    

    
      “M-my liege...”
    

    
      Ryker, who I would definitely throw away one day, made a tearful face.
    

    
      “I do not believe it, but I have no choice but to trust you.” Janice's eyes sparkled as she stared intensely at me.
    

    
      “Like I said, I don’t fill my belly up with expensive bread only to lie.”
    

    
      ‘Except for the occasional times when I eat barley bread...’
    

    
      “I, Janice de Jadran, swear to the God of Truth and Justice, Siportyne, that I will serve Baronet Kyre as his Skyknight from this moment forth!”
    

    
      Janice fell to one knee and pledged her loyalty.
    

    
      ‘Woah!’
    

    
      I was shocked by Janice's unexpected sudden actions. She was, after all, Nerman’s #2, at least in name, and was an original native noble with over a thousand men as her troops. Moreover, she even had Skyknights under her command and was still requesting to become one of my men.
    

    
      The best way I could respond to that was—
    

    
      “I thank thee. Let us do our best together in the future.”
    

    
      ‘Uwahh! What kind of pie from the sky is this!?’
    

    
      The profits I reaped from getting rid of Lukence were already astronomical, but an extra cornucopia was rolling over to me. Anyone who refused must be as full of rocks as the stone Dabo Pagoda in Bulguksa Temple. A knight’s vow was that terrifying.
    

    
      “I, Berketh, shall become Lord Kyre’s loyal spear.”
    

    
      “I, Atisann... shall become Lord Kyre’s shield.”
    

    
      After their master Janice bowed her head, the knights under her knelt and made their vows of loyalty as well. But unlike Janice, the two people seemed to be fighting tears. It was probably hard for them to swallow that their liege had changed so suddenly.
    

    
      “Everyone, rise. From now on, we are one family. Let us do our best for the sake of Nerman’s peace.”
    

    
      “Thank you, my liege. I will put my entire life on the line to serve you,” barked Janice energetically.
    

    
      ‘O-Older sis, I don’t need your life.’
    

    
      She was short-haired and tall, but under the tanned skin, one could tell that Janice's appearance wasn’t ordinary. Her words were a bit much to accept.
    

    
      “Uhahaha! My liege, congratulations. You have caught both of Nerman’s lions in a single night.”
    

    
      Ryker had 0 capability to read the mood and 0 fear.
    

    
      ‘Why are you even alive, sigh.’
    

    
      At least if he had just heroically gone and died just now, I would have set up a nice big gravestone for him.
    

    
      Pow! 
    

    
      “Aaaaaaaghhh!”
    

    
      The only response to his chatter was my enraged back kick.
    

    
      “Carefully unload the goods in the ships and move them to the storage rooms of the covert. In particular, be sure to send the women inside back to their parents or siblings.”
    

    
      “As you command!” responded Janice with vigor.
    

    
      ‘Sigh. It was really like a storm.’
    

    
      The night had been so very long.
    

    
      Before I knew it, the moon was nodding off in the sky.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “There are no casualties among the mercenaries. Only, because they were fighting over the soldiers they captured, around twenty of them were injured.”
    

    
      ‘Geh...’ I groaned inwardly hearing the antics of the ever-problematic mercenaries.
    

    
      The long night passed and it was now morning again.
    

    
      After the excitement from battle settled down, fatigue fell upon the covert. Janice's soldiers, who had moved the holy water and precious goods from the convoy ships to the storage rooms of the covert all night long, were all sleeping now, and now I was attending a morning meeting with Deval, Janice, Berketh, Atisann, and Ryker.
    

    
      ‘Urgh, my joints,’ I moaned to myself. One should be waking up late in the afternoon on a day like this, but Derval was so thorough that he woke me up, a report in his hands.
    

    
      “Then, I will proceed to report the sum of the goods from Gadain Castle and the convoy.”
    

    
      ‘Sum?’
    

    
      The mention of money made my ears open right up.
    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege. First, there was 523,200 in gold coins in Gadain Castle.”
    

    
      ‘All that and only 520,000 Gold?’ It was less than I thought.
    

    
      “And if my estimation of the sum of the goods in a secret warehouse and the top-grade holy water on the convoy ships is
    

    
       accurate, then I believe it comes to around 4,500,000 Gold.”
    

    
      “Woah... 4,500,000 Gold.”
    

    
      “Wow.”
    

    
      Berketh and Atisann made sounds of surprise. Even for Skyknights, 4.5 million Gold was not a small sum.
    

    
      ‘What a shame. If I could have just captured more wyverns...’
    

    
      Surprisingly, Lukence’s Skyknights that chased Ryker were all exterminated by the combined efforts of Janice and Ryker. 
    

    
      But thankfully, I was able to acquire three wyverns: the one my smart little guy (Shuriel) ripped up, the one the summoner was riding, and lastly, the wyvern that crashed while being Lukence’s punching bag.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. With Janice's wyverns, that makes thirteen now.’
    

    
      “How many wyvern armors and airplates were acquired?” Janice asked Derval, having become a subordinate knight of almost equal standing to him.
    

    
      “We were able to acquire most of the wyvern armors and airplates. But there are only two wyvern armors that can be used in their entirety. All of the airplates can be used.” 
    

    
      ‘Seems they were all unable to escape.’
    

    
      Even Skyknights were no match against pure numbers without their wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Just how much does that all add up to?’
    

    
      After a hard night of labor, my mouth was about to rip from smiling at the unimaginable profits.
    

    
      “My liege, how do you wish to deal with the prisoners?” Janice asked, smoothly calling me her liege.
    

    
      “People who actively cooperated with Lukence include the knights and soldiers, so they will all become slaves. However, I will take in those who wish to come under my banner after investigating their identities. They will form the formal territory troops along with the soldiers Count Yaix will deliver.”
    

    
      “Geh! C-Count Yaix’s soldiers will be given to you?” Berketh exclaimed in surprise.
    

    
      “Indeed. It should be around 20,000 native Nerman soldiers.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Berketh’s jaw dropped and didn’t close again.
    

    
      “Hoho. My liege, you are truly amazing.” Janice laughed widely as she praised me.
    

    
      “This much is natural. If it’s someone who can become my liege, then naturally, he should do this much, right? Isn’t that right, my liege?”
    

    
      ‘Sigh, who knows what the pirates are doing, not kidnapping this guy already.’
    

    
      Looking at the ever-so-cheeky Ryker, I vowed in my heart to catch him and quietly bury him somewhere one day in the near future.
    

    
      “Then, the meeting seems to be mostly over, so rest—”
    

    
      
        CLANG CLANG CLANG! 
      
    

    
      The moment I was about to say everyone should rest a bit and meet again in the afternoon, the covert’s emergency bell began to clamor with urgency.
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      ".....?"
    

    
      The faces of the people inside the room stiffened in an instant.
    

    
      And then, we heard the wails of the mercenaries outside.
    

    
      “Uwaaaah! P-Pirates, pirates at the port!”
    

    
      ‘P-Pirates??’
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 52: Meeting the Pirates
      
    

    
      

    

    
      It was the appearance of an enemy I never expected.
    

    
      ‘Shit.’
    

    
      I didn’t say anything, but riding a wyvern and fighting a bunch of enemies was exhausting work. Getting hit by a single Blessed Spear would render your wyvern unable to fly and even threaten your life. Moreover, the battle yesterday night was a battle fought with the futures of thousands of Nerman’s residents on the line, so it was even more stressful.
    

    
      “Why did they come?” I grumbled to my flustered knights.
    

    
      “It seems Viscount Lukence ran away to the pirates,” said Janice, putting her finger right on the mark.
    

    
      ‘This is why, when you stomp down weeds, you should stomp ‘em down completely.’
    

    
      Yesterday night was so busy that it couldn’t be helped, but I resolved to properly pull out the roots of people who had become my enemy next time.
    

    
      
        Clang clang clang clang! 
      
    

    
      Even as I grumbled, the covert’s bell was ringing urgently. At the same time, the massive horn used by Yaix’s soldiers defending Denfors and the harbor blared throughout the entire city.
    

    
      ‘Fine, let’s go take a look. See how capable they really are.’
    

    
      Even though they were only pirates, they were impressive people who apparently ruled the sea. I was curious about their mugs.
    

    
      “What are you all doing? Everyone, depart.”
    

    
      Besides, I now had four other Skyknights under my command.
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      “Huhu. I’m already fully prepared!”
    

    
      Unlike Janice taking my order with a crisp shout, Ryker’s response was definitely lacking any sense of military discipline.
    

    
      ‘Now I feel a bit more like a noble.’
    

    
      It was no Left Blue Dragon, Right White Tiger, but still, the feeling of having Skyknights on both sides wasn’t all that bad.
    

    
      
        [TN: Refers to auspicious formations in Korean geomancy.]
      
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘They’re wetting themselves in fear.’
    

    
      The harbor where the pirates appeared and the covert were only a hop and skip away; you could even say their noses were touching. However, for people running on foot, it was still a pretty significant distance. Despite that, hundreds of imperial soldiers under Count Yaix were forgetting their duty to protect the harbor and were scrambling willy-nilly towards Denfors.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto had already spotted the flock of pirate wyverns. Flying at the front, he announced his existence with all his might.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, Bebeto. A man should have some balls!’
    

    
      No matter how terrifying the enemy was, if you could break free from the fear in your heart, you could still put up a fight. Bebeto and I were like-minded on that point.
    

    
      ‘Twelve wyverns...’
    

    
      Wyverns were large, so I could clearly count twelve of them. They were putting up a show of force as they circled above the harbor.
    

    
      ‘I don’t see Lukence.’
    

    
      I didn’t see Lukence’s wyvern among the pirate wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Ara? What’s with that guy?’
    

    
      There were around 4 km between us. The moment I was about to pull out Blessed Spears and go into battle mode, one of the pirate wyverns turned towards us, all while waving a white flag. 
    

    
      I smoothly raised one hand to tell the others to hold their fire. It seemed the pirates had something to say.
    

    
      ‘If they say something like surrender, I’m gonna kick him in the face.’
    

    
      I became Nerman’s formal ruler with my blood, sweat, and tears. My chest was full and brimming with confidence.
    

    
      ‘He wants us to land?’
    

    
      The Skyknight waving the white flag as they flew over to me began to slowly land on the street.
    

    
      “Bebeto, land in front of them.”
    

    
      We were indeed in the middle of war, but even I knew that one shouldn’t threaten an envoy. I directed Bebeto to land around 10 meters in front of the pirate wyvern that landed first.
    

    
      Thump. Bebeto, who easily weighed 10 tons, landed heavily on the ground, kicking up a cloud of dust. Once we landed, Janice and the other Skyknights took up a defense formation above us in order to protect me.
    

    
      ‘Take a look at this fellow.’
    

    
      He jumped down from his wyvern as if he wasn’t afraid.
    

    
      Thud! I also lightly sprung from Bebeto’s body to the ground.
    

    
      Then we walked towards each other, leaving just 5 meters between us.
    

    
      With a click, he took off his helmet.
    

    
      
        Woooosh.
      
    

    
      The wind happened to blow in just then.
    

    
      And in that moment, long blue hair fluttered in the wind.
    

    
      “Geh...”
    

    
      ‘W-Woman?’
    

    
      I thought it was a man, but a long-haired woman was standing proudly in front of me. From closer up, I could see that the lines of her armor were revealing a very slender body. 
    

    
      ‘OHHH!’
    

    
      Like a scene I had often seen in TV shampoo commercials, the woman’s hair waved as she dipped her head slightly and then looked up.
    

    
      It was intense.
    

    
      Her face that was slightly larger than a palm had a proud nose and mono-lidded eyes of a regular size, along with slightly slanted brows and small red lips. With her slightly tanned skin, she looked like a sun-tanned pearl.
    

    
      “Are you Kyre?”
    

    
      ‘She knows my name?’
    

    
      The woman guessed my name correctly as soon as she saw me.
    

    
      “That is so. And you are?”
    

    
      The beautiful woman should be universally protected, but even so, I wasn’t so depraved that I would drool over an enemy.
    

    
      
        [TN: Are you sure, Kyre? ‘Cause you were drooling just now.]
      
    

    
      I removed my helmet with a click and stood before her face to face.
    

    
      “Hoho, black hair and black eyes... You are indeed Baronet Kyre.”
    

    
      This pirate lady who suddenly barged into the harbor and staged an armed show of force was now greeting me rather warmly, as if meeting an old friend.
    

    
      ‘She just reached her early twenties but she’s their leader?’
    

    
      I was curious about the identity of the woman, who looked by all accounts to be around twenty two years old.
    

    
      “My name is Chrisia. I am a Skyknight of the Kesmire Kingdom Royal Guard and the Commander of the 2nd Fleet.” 
    

    
      ‘Woah... since when did the Kesmire pirates become a kingdom? And she’s a commander at that age?’
    

    
      Chrisia uttered surprising things in a two-hit combo.
    

    
      ‘Is that one also a hybrid wyvern?’
    

    
      Only now did I notice Chrisia’s wyvern. I’d never seen one like it—Dalmatian-like golden spots were speckled all over its white body.
    

    
      Gruuuuuuuuuu. 
    

    
      Guuuuuuuuuuu. 
    

    
      Just like me and Chrisia, the two wyverns were growling at each other.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto’s putting a ton of strength in his neck?’
    

    
      Surprisingly, even though Bebeto looked down on most wyverns, he was letting out a tense growl.
    

    
      “It seems our wyverns are greeting each other as tenderly as we are.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Chrisia rendered me speechless. Who the fuck would view two growling wyverns as tender?
    

    
      ‘Female?’
    

    
      But I had to admit, Chrisia’s words could have some truth to them. Her wyvern was a female without a comb.
    

    
      “For what purpose have you come? What was your true motive in making a peaceful city tremble in fear?”
    

    
      For her age, Chrisia was seriously a smooth-talker. I asked why she was here with cold eyes.
    

    
      “I’ll be sad if you speak like that even though you are well aware.”
    

    
      ‘Ara, isn’t that a wink?’
    

    
      I had expected rough, ignorant pirates of the sea, like vikings, but the group of pirates were coming at me with a honey trap out of left field. I was curious about the true intentions of these people, who organized their pirate forces in military terms while calling their group the Kesmire Kingdom.
    

    
      Chrisia’s appearance as she slightly winked, saying I should be well aware, caught me completely off guard—I had been imagining an intense battle this whole time.
    

    
      ‘It’s because of the holy water.’
    

    
      I didn’t know how many wyverns they had besides the wyverns flocking in the air threateningly. Moreover, there could be those notorious pirate land forces as well.
    

    
      What these pirates were aiming for was the holy water I’d taken from Lukence.
    

    
      “Of course, I am well aware. But why should I hand that over?”
    

    
      “Since you say you know, there is no need for a long speech. Pick one out of two choices. Get it taken away from you after a fight, or continue the unfulfilled contract between us and Lukence.”
    

    
      There was a smile at her lips, but her whole body exuded a cold energy.
    

    
      Threat and conciliation.
    

    
      “Huhu... Are you threatening me right now?”
    

    
      I wasn’t one to roll over at a threat. I didn’t have much, but I did have a damn strong sense of recklessness.
    

    
      “Oh my, what threat? How could we possibly threaten the hero who wiped out Viscount Lukence’s Skyknights all on his lonesome? It is merely our small hope that we can avoid getting down and dirty over something that can be settled on good terms.”
    

    
      ‘She’s smarter than a fox.’
    

    
      If a person who had the strength to exterminate their enemies also knew how to use their head, they were a pretty tricky enemy. In that regard, the woman in front of me was no easy opponent.
    

    
      “I understand the holy water. But I am enraged by the sickening sight of people who were going to take the innocent daughters and sisters of Nerman residents as slaves. It makes no sense for me to hand over holy water to people who will be my enemies in the future, is that not so?”
    

    
      ‘What was the contract? I’m curious.’
    

    
      Even as I boldly continued to speak, I was curious about the details of the trade between Lukence and the pirates.
    

    
      “Was there such a thing? I had absolutely no idea. I can swear on it, on my name. We never had such a contract with Lukence. The only thing we want is holy water, no more and no less,” Chrisia said, making a shocked expression at my words.
    

    
      ‘Should I believe that, or not?’
    

    
      You might think a pretty face wouldn’t lie, but Gumiho the nine-tailed human-eating fox also turned into a beauty of peerless proportions when she transformed into a woman. I was too leery of her identity as a pirate to believe her.
    

    
      “Viscount Lukence is with you, so go bring him and confirm that, if you please. Then I will believe you.”
    

    
      “Viscount Lukence? Unfortunately, he did not come to us. It is the Kesmire Kingdom’s convention to never trust or protect anyone who reneges on a promise, no matter why it happened.”
    

    
      ‘Ara, then where the fuck did he go?’
    

    
      I was bewildered for a moment by Chrisia’s firmly-spoken words.
    

    
      “But you think you can defeat me with those wyverns alone?”
    

    
      “Hoho. Of course not. That is why we brought three wyvern convoys here, with a total of 24 wyverns and remarkably skilled Skyknights on standby. Not to mention 3,000 land troops.”
    

    
      ‘Aircraft carriers and amphibious troops...’
    

    
      My head was quickly calculating, but the only answer that came out was that the situation was unfavorable. Even if I could somehow hold out, Baroness Janice and her Skyknights wouldn’t be able to survive.
    

    
      “That is some impressive military force. But unfortunately, I am not at all afraid,” I said, ostentatiously holding up my head.
    

    
      “Of course. You are, after all, the person who knocked down Viscount Lukence’s ten years of efforts in a short period of time. That is why I am here. If you give the holy water to us, in accordance with the contract we arranged with Viscount Lukence, we will never attack the ships belonging to the Nerman Plains in the future, and when reinforcements are desired, we will dispatch a formation of five wyverns for your defense, as well as twenty Grade 4 magic crystals, five Grade 3 crystals, and one Grade 2 crystal from the Haildrian Empire, as well as one ton of fragrances and spices, ten top-grade hides from sea demon beasts, and a hundred kilograms of mithril ore. However, if you refuse this exceptional offer.... I will leave the rest to your imagination.”
    

    
      ‘The information is leaking.’
    

    
      Even though Lukence didn’t go to them, Chrisia had a perfect grasp of Nerman information.
    

    
      ‘But man, this is surprising... To think such a huge trade can be completed with holy water.’
    

    
      I was secretly astonished by the unimaginable list of goods Chrisia rattled out.
    

    
      I could understand why Lukence had left me and put his life on the line to protect his convoy. A high efficiency magic crystal of at least Grade 3 that could be used in castle wall fortification magic circles could easily fetch 1 million Gold. Moreover, for a Grade 2 crystal, it would be several millions of Gold. Add to that the fragrances and spices, demon beast leathers, and mithril ores that were treated as valuable on this side of the continent. I didn’t know the exact price, but it was an enormous trade far exceeding 10 million Gold in value.
    

    
      ‘They need holy water that urgently.’
    

    
      The pirates were in more of a hurry than I thought.
    

    
      “The conditions are certainly alluring. I will part with the holy water only if you agree to an additional condition of mine.”
    

    
      “A condition? Hoho, please speak. As long as it is something I can fulfill, I will agree.”
    

    
      For a mere Skyknight, Chrisia had a ton of authority. I was suspicious of her true identity.
    

    
      ‘If they need that much holy water, then... wyverns!’
    

    
      Even as we conversed, I was trying to figure out why they needed holy water so urgently. And then, it occurred to me—wyverns! Wyverns would only listen to a human’s words if their wild nature was eliminated by top-grade holy water from the time they were in the shell. Along with needing potions to fight sea demon beasts, the pirates likely wanted to use them for wyvern breeding.
    

    
      “Give me five wyvern eggs. If you do so, I will cleanly sign off on this trade.”
    

    
      “Hm...”
    

    
      My demand for wyvern eggs had Chrisia slightly biting her lips as she agonized. Even then, she was staring right into my eyes.
      

    

    
      ‘Did he realize...?’
    

    
      Chrisia stared at the man in front of her as she fell into deep thought.
    

    
      Kesmire, the Pirate Kingdom.
    

    
      Because of the inherent limitation of having started out as pirates, Kesmire was thoroughly banned from any exchanges with all the kingdoms and empires next to the ocean. However, the Kesmire Islands built up their strength little by little despite that and now called themselves a kingdom.
    

    
      Their wyverns suddenly made a bunch of eggs, requiring a large amount of top-grade potions. Because it was none other than wyverns, the measure of a nation’s military force, Kesmire was in a hurry to acquire top-grade potions, which they had always acquired through black market means.
    

    
      However, all temples were the same in that top-grade potions were blessings of God that could only be produced by priests or priestesses with an outstanding connection with God. They weren’t easy to acquire, no matter how much money was involved.
    

    
      On top of that, the Kesmire Islands were sworn enemies with every empire and kingdom. It was too difficult for them to trade top-grade potions on a large scale.
    

    
      That’s why they backed Lukence, the long-time ruler of the Nerman Plains. It drew no suspicions for this place, which was surrounded by monsters, the Temir coalition, and enemy empires, to acquire potions on a large scale. Viscount Lukence, who was smart and quick to catch on, joined hands with Kesmire and acquired top-grade potions for them. Like that, all their problems were solved, and the Kesmire Pirate Kingdom was looking forward to gaining just around 30 new wyverns. 
    

    
      But then, someone suddenly appeared and crashed all their plans, causing them to urgently come here.
    

    
      ‘So you’re telling me this person, who is still young, knocked down Viscount Lukence.’
    

    
      He was right in front of her, but Chrisia couldn’t believe it. But the reports of the informants monitoring Viscount Lukence and Nerman were always precise.
    

    
      And their reports stated that this person wearing a crafty smile that didn’t suit his age was a Skyknight who couldn’t be treated carelessly. Moreover, he was an incredible talent who could use magic and a spirit at the same time.
    

    
      ‘What a pain.’
    

    
      If he was only as powerful as Viscount Lukence, she could have taken the potions by force, but his abilities could not be measured. For now, it was regrettable, but they had to bow first.
    

    
      “I will accept your condition.”
    

    
      “Haha. Your decisiveness pleases me indeed.” 
    

    
      Kyre’s way of speech didn’t suit his age. But nobles were originally that kind of existence, so Chrisia’s business-like smile did not falter.
    

    
      “Hoho. It seems that your personality is fiery as well, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      “Then call back those roaming wyverns over there, if you will. And tonight, when the moon has risen to the center of the sky, we will conduct the trade. Only, until we receive the wyvern eggs, entrust us with goods of corresponding value.”
    

    
      “B-By goods, you mean...” stammered Chrisia at Kyre’s condition, which showed his careful way of conducting business.
    

    
      “Huhu, you must know what I mean. Prepare them at your own discretion, if you will. Whether it is wyvern armor you do not currently require or things like airplates, ahem ahem.”
    

    
      ‘... This wolf bastard!’
    

    
      Chrisia rained curses in her heart on this unique handsome man, who had black hair and eyes that one could believe were from a demon.
    

    
      “Of course. I understand. I will prepare goods of equivalent value ahead of time.”
    

    
      “Haha. Then, let us meet again in the evening.”
    

    
      As he spoke, Kyre dipped his head slightly before leaping onto his wyvern.
    

    
      Chrisia stood there in a daze for a moment. She was known as a talented woman in her own right in Kesmire, but she was now staring at the guy holding his wyvern’s reins like an orc that chased a chicken up a roof.
    

    
      “Sigh...”
    

    
      However, no matter how much she racked her brains, right now, there was nothing she could do against him. She sighed deeply as she turned towards her wyvern.
    

    
      ‘....Geh.’
    

    
      She saw it then—her beloved hybrid wyvern, Lakania, standing there with a blank look in her white eyes. Chrisia could tell that her wyvern was staring blankly at the black, golden-striped wyvern that was leaping into the air with its sturdy muscles. Her wyvern, Lakania, had always been haughty and never once gave males the time of day... until now.
    

    
      It seemed that her heart had been stolen by that mountain of a black hybrid wyvern.
    

    
      ‘Kyre....’
    

    
      Following Lakania’s gaze, Chrisia watched the man named Kyre, who had already soared into the air.
    

    
      Kemire’s way was to value strength over all else.
    

    
      And Kyre was someone who had been acknowledged as a strong person.
    

    
      At this moment, his appearance was engraved deep into Chrisia’s heart.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Huhu. I’ve struck gold!’
    

    
      By the protection of Christ, Allah, and Buddha, a huge fortune suddenly came rolling my way. The holy water, which I currently didn’t really need, was turned into a goose laying golden eggs.
    

    
      ‘Please head back, Mr. Pirates.’
    

    
      Riding Bebeto, I waited for the pirates to retreat; the moment Chrisia flew back to the pirate wyverns, the pirates disappeared far into the sea.
    

    
      “To the covert!”
    

    
      Janice and the others were circling around me, unaware of the conversation that had occurred below. At my order, they turned towards the covert.
    

    
      ‘I should be friendly to her in the future.’
    

    
      I became Nerman’s master on an impulse.
    

    
      What I needed right now wasn’t an empty title or honor, but the power of money.
    

    
      If you gave me money, you were my friend, and anyone who wanted to sponge off me was a son of a bitch.
    

    
      Whoooooosh. 
    

    
      The encounter with the pirates was resolved rather easily. The thought that I could empty their pockets as long as I did something about the holy water from now on gave me a flush of satisfaction.
    

    
      And as I smiled to myself, a refreshing breeze came from the sea.
    

    
      Today was a truly lucky day.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 53: An Unimaginable Trade
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “W-What!”
    

    
      “H-How did that...”
    

    
      “Wow! My liege, you’re so cool!”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      After telling them about the conditions of the trade with the pirates, four different exclamations rang out in the office.
    

    
      I couldn’t blame them for being surprised that the holy water, which we didn’t have much use for yet, had turned into over ten million Gold in one go.
    

    
      “Won’t it be dangerous? If the empire hears by any chance that we traded with the pirates, it could get bothersome,” Janice said, making a cautious expression.
    

    
      “Bothersome? As if they did anything for Nerman. If need be, we’ll just declare independence,” spat Ryker vitriolically, as if he’d accumulated a lot of resentment towards the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      “It would be best to deal with it quietly. Not just Count Yaix, but the residents here will not look very positively on a trade with the pirates.”
    

    
      “I also think that. It would be best for this to not be publicized,” I said.
    

    
      “Then how do you wish to do it?”
    

    
      “We’ll quietly move the potions on a covered carriage. Thanks to the pirates showing up, the soldiers stationed at the harbor all fled to Denfors, so it should be fine.”
    

    
      You could imagine how much the chicken-hearted soldiers had suffered for them to flee at the mere sight of the pirates. I decided to toughen them up when they came into my hands.
    

    
      “But sir, can those people be trusted?” asked Berketh, formerly Janice’s Skyknight.
    

    
      “Of course not. That’s why you will all be on emergency duty with me tonight. Also, gather some soldiers who can be trusted. We will take care of this matter with them.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      I wasn’t a fool; how in the world could I trust those credit defaulters without any collateral?
    

    
      “My liege, there’s something that needs to be taken care of at once.” Once the conversation about the bartering with the pirates was over, Derval pushed over a pile of documents. “The 4,000 men under Viscount Lukence’s banner are currently tied up as criminals. Baroness Janice’s men are watching them for the time being, but we cannot imprison them for long. It is even more difficult to deal with those who are knight level. Unlike the enlisted men, the knights can use mana, and their loyalty to Viscount Lukence is also on another level.”
    

    
      ‘Sigh, there’s already so frickin’ much to do.’
    

    
      I already expected it, but the barrage of work was nonstop. However, I had to keep sending down orders, because I was the highest authority here.
    

    
      “Destroy the mana cores of the knights who actively cooperated with Viscount Lukence. Detain the men who committed evil crimes along with them. They will all be turned into slaves. Also, allow anyone from the men who were captured to return home if they want to, and organize the rest of the men into new troops according to imperial military organization along with the soldiers under Baroness Janice.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      This was a formal position. The knights brought their right hands to their chests as they accepted my order.
    

    
      “Knight Janice, what have you currently set as wages for your men?” 
    

    
      “Regular infantrymen are paid a standard of 1 Gold per month. Knights receive 50 Gold and Skyknights 1,000 Gold.” 
    

    
      “Viscount Lukence’s men probably received about that much as well, right?”
    

    
      “I would think so, sir.”
    

    
      ‘Besides wages, if you add up the costs of feeding, housing, and miscellaneous goods, it’s maybe 2 Gold per person... So in a month, it should be a fixed expense of 500,000 Gold at the lowest.’
    

    
      There were 20,000 native Nerman Plains men under Yaix, around 5,000 soldiers from Viscount Lukence and Baroness Janice combined, and the mercenaries numbered approximately 1,000. 
    

    
      It hadn’t even been one month since I was assigned here, but I had already come to possess an enormous number of soldiers.
    

    
      ‘It’s super imbalanced.’
    

    
      I hadn’t investigated the numbers closely yet, but the population in the wide and expansive Nerman Plains didn’t exceed 500,000. 25,000 soldiers compared to a population of 500,000 was immense. It was a waste for the strongest and most fit people to be in the army.
    

    
      ‘I have to develop elite soldiers. And the rest of the soldiers should be returned to their villages and turned into reserve forces....’
    

    
      My mind worked quickly.
    

    
      I was an innocent kid from 21st century South Korea, but I used the historical knowledge I had enjoyed studying, like the Romance of the Three Kingdoms, Water Margin, etc., as a base and quickly organized my thoughts.
    

    
      ‘The problem isn’t the regular soldiers, but how many wyverns I can procure.’
    

    
      No matter how dauntless monsters were, all of them would tuck their tails when confronted with the ones at the top of the food chain, wyverns. There wasn’t a better weapon to fight monsters with than a wyvern.
    

    
      ‘Like Derval said, the help of the magic towers and temples is urgently needed. And to overhaul all the outdated facilities and defense infrastructure... Sigh.’
    

    
      My rapidly revolving brain paused for a moment there.
    

    
      The land and population was far too big for me to do anything about it on my own. It was too big a fish for me to handle on my own when the most amount of leading I’d ever done was being the class president a few times in elementary and middle school so I could put it on my resume.
    

    
      ‘I need skilled people in administration, law, military, and even economy.’
    

    
      When it came to military matters, the people in this room could take care of it to some extent, but the economy and administration parts were particularly problematic.
    

    
      “You must all be tired, so let us all rest for a moment until the afternoon. I also need to rest.”
    

    
      “Huhu. Of course. My whole body feels heavy~ I want to drink a glass and lay in some warm water.”
    

    
      “Then, we shall retreat.”
    

    
      As expected for a guy whose head was always occupied by food and play, there was a bright sparkle in Ryker’s eyes, as if he was thinking of alcohol.
    

    
      Everyone left the office.
    

    
      ‘Managing a huge territory... Can I do it well...?’
    

    
      I looked out the office window with a heavy heart. Outside, there were carefree mercenaries sitting on their butts around the covert with kids scrambling between them and playing cheerfully. The spring atmosphere was infecting the covert with good cheer.
    

    
      “Sigh...”
    

    
      But instead of a smile, what came out of me was a sigh.
    

    
      If I were in Korea, I would be memorizing math formulas with the others while nibbling some food in the classroom. The Nerman Plains and the countless lives in it were entrusted to someone as young as me. The truly unbelievable reality weighed down my heart. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that from now on, a single decision from me would change the lives of the people here.
    

    
      ‘A lord...’
    

    
      The weight of the title of a lord wrapped around me.
    

    
      The beginning seemed humble, but ahead of me was my very own paradise.
    

    
      My paradise, coming soon...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘It should be about time for them to come...’
    

    
      When day turned to night, ten carriages covered in canvas were mobilized and loaded up with holy water in the hangar we were using as a warehouse.
    

    
      100 tight-lipped soldiers who could keep a secret were brought over to assist with the transfer. In fact, the soldiers didn’t know that the goods they were loading was holy water. They were just moving on orders.
    

    
      Then we arrived at the dock of the harbor, which was still deserted from people getting scared by the pirates. Under the protection of Janice and the other Skyknights as they circled in the sky, I waited for Chrisia.
    

    
      ‘There they come!’
    

    
      Just then, I saw around ten wyverns appearing under the light of the bright moon. As if they really didn’t intend to attack, they were holding large bundles filled with goods in their claws.
    

    
      ‘Hooh, so there was a way to move goods like that, too,’ I exclaimed inwardly upon seeing wyverns coming with goods instead of the ship that I’d expected.
    

    
      Guoooooooo! 
    

    
      When the wyverns appeared, Bebeto, who was dozing after eating a whole cow for dinner, let out a low roar.
    

    
      Kiooooooo. 
    

    
      When Bebeto let out a manly, heavy roar, a wyvern from the opposing party responded with a high-pitched cry as if it had been waiting. It was seriously like a young couple calling to each other secretly in the school library.
    

    
      ‘Y’all be putting on a show.’
    

    
      While everyone was tense because of the appearance of the pirate wyverns, these two were putting on their own show. They had no interest in something like the tension of humans.
    

    
      Flap flap flaaap. 
    

    
      One wyvern landed next to me. It was the white wyvern with golden spots, which were clearly visible under the moonlight, and her master, Chrisia.
    

    
      

    

    
      Once her wyvern landed, Chrisia lightly jumped to the ground. Because it wasn’t a battle situation, she had taken off her helmet and armor and was wearing form-fitting black leather clothing.
    

    
      I whistled in my mind. ‘Her figure is incredible!’ I thought. Chrisia’s figure, which was previously obscured by her airplate, was an art in itself.
    

    
      With a height of nearly 170 cm and long hair the color of the sea, which lended her a mysterious atmosphere, she had a figure where the places that should be sticking out were sticking out and the places that should be tucked were boldly tucked in, a truly voluptuous figure that lit a fire in my delicate(?) heart.
    

    
      ‘Seriously, a universal beauty.’
    

    
      The beautifully suntanned, elastic skin of her face glowed under the light of the moon. The smile on her lips was very charming.
    

    
      “Hoho. Did you wait long?”
    

    
      Her voice was amazing, too. Not too light or too heavy, her voice rang out like a silver bell, bringing happiness to the ears of those who heard it.
    

    
      ‘It’s about time for me to get myself a girlfriend.’
    

    
      My heart trembled at the sight of Chrisia, who was as charming as a rose blooming at night, making me look back at my sad youth.
    

    
      A girlfriend, which every dog and cow out there seemed to have. It made no sense that the place next to me was still vacant.
    

    
      “The night breeze was nice, so it was worth waiting.”
    

    
      I wasn’t trying to be shallow, but unlike earlier, my manner of speech became slightly more respectful. I just wanted to say suave words that reflected my velvet(?) heart to this beautiful woman who was several years my senior.
    

    
      “Right? The Sharikna that blows around this time is a breeze we sea people are thankful for. Sharikna sends the unpredictable whims of Kajopne from winter far away and always smiles gently... It is a short but sweet break for our sea people.” 
    

    
      In the library, I too had learned about basic continental knowledge. The sons and daughters of the twelve seasonal goddesses were Sharikna, the Breeze of Spring, Aeon, the Zephyr of Summer, Luchekeart, the Wind of Autumn, and Kazofune, the Draught of Winter. It was particularly necessary to come in contact with these four in Nerman, where the four seasons were distinct.
    

    
      ‘The mood is nice.’
    

    
      During the day, my heart had been closed off because of the battle from last night and the bad rumors about the pirates, but night was different from day.
    

    
      Chrisia was standing there with her hair fluttering in the gentle wind. By the looks of it, she showed a far more intellectual appearance than the knife-and-oar-toting pirates I imagined. “It is like the hearts of people. Spring reflects people’s hope towards the future, the hot summer wind represents those who have wild passions, the abundance and ease of autumn... and even the cold, hungry, and contentious winds of winter... In any case, I believe that humans and nature are all one and the same.”
    

    
      “Yes...”
    

    
      I must have heard those words somewhere before, because they rattled smoothly out of my mouth. Chrisia nodded, showing that she agreed with my words.
    

    
      “That aside, how do you plan on taking the goods? I feel that things that should be taken care of secretly should be handled quickly and precisely.” 
    

    
      “Please don’t worry about the holy water. As long as you decouple the horses, we can tie them with leather ropes and take them with the wyverns,” responded Chrisia simply. This was clearly not her first rodeo.
    

    
      ‘I’ll be generous today and ignore the price of the carriages.’
    

    
      If the mood was the same as in the day, I would have demanded money for the carriages, but I didn’t want to look that stingy in front of a beauty.
    

    
      That being said, business was business. “What will you use as collateral for the wyvern eggs?” I asked.
    

    
      “There is something I wanted to say regarding that...” At my query, a smile blossomed slightly on Chrisia’s face.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      I enjoyed the eye candy from the beauty in front of me as I waited for her next words.
    

    
      “Can’t I stay here as collateral?”
    

    
      ‘Holy!’
    

    
      With her captivating smile and peculiar gaze, Chrisia was sending me some weird signals. My heart seized as if struck by lightning.
    

    
      ‘Noona, do you have your eyes set on me?’
    

    
      I felt a flush of satisfaction that one could only feel when they were picked out by a beauty. If it were up to my heart alone, I would welcome Chrisia a hundred times over.
    

    
      “Haha. You are very good at making jokes. However, I trust items more than people.”
    

    
      But I couldn’t mix business with pleasure just because she was a beautiful woman. Goods had monetary value, but a pretty lady like this would just be a burden.
    

    
      Also, my paradise was not yet complete. I didn’t want to carelessly invite any women.
    

    
      “Aww, what a disappointment. I thought you would agree no matter what for a hostage like me.”
    

    
      Her face full of mischief, Chrisia put a pout in her voice.
    

    
      This kind of cuteness would probably make most men lose their wits entirely.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘He’s quite something.’
    

    
      Chrisia had grown up hearing that she was the most beautiful woman in the kingdom. Her curiosity grew regarding the man in front of her eyes who refused her half-joking proposal immediately, as if he didn’t even consider it.
    

    
      According to the information she got from the informants, Kyre was known as a broad-minded and fiery person. Most men like that were weak towards affection and beauties, but it seemed the man named Kyre wasn’t that type of person.
    

    
      “I will accept next time. Right now, no matter how I look at it, it wouldn’t be right.”
    

    
      On top of that, he was polite and respectful, unlike in the day. The sly aristocrat-like appearance disappeared, replaced by a proper appearance that knew chivalry.
    

    
      “No, I was discourteous for a moment. If it is alright with you, I would like to entrust you with a set of wyvern protection gear and airplate as collateral, like we discussed before. What do you think?”
    

    
      Chrisia also adopted a respectful manner and spoke with ladylike modesty.
    

    
      Somehow, it just felt like she should speak like that right now. This man named Kyre was someone who deserved that much from her.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘That’s an arigato gozaimasu from me, sis!’
    

    
      The best contract conditions, obtained! I did snatch Viscount Lukence’s stuff, but it didn’t prick my conscience at all. The person who took treasure gathered by thieves was the owner.
    

    
      “I won’t confirm the goods, as it seems we will see each other often in the future.”
    

    
      “I am thankful to hear that. If you can continue to do that, our kingdom will take full responsibility for matters involving the sea.”
    

    
      ‘Catch the pheasant and eat its eggs, have your cake and eat it too, huhu.’
    

    
      My heart felt satisfied at Chrisia’s words. For the time being, I was to reform Nerman with military power. The pirates excelled in that regard, so it was great that Chrisia was giving me a pretty great deal all on her own.
    

    
      Chrisia sent a mana-charged whistle into the air.
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      As the whistle rang out, the wyverns circling in the air with the goods landed, setting down the large leather sacks.
    

    
      Her Skyknights unloaded all the goods and busily moved to decouple the horses from the carriages. Then they securely tied up the carriages with long, sturdy ropes that they had prepared in advance.
    

    
      “It is a rope made from the sinews of one of the monsters living in the sea, called a pavence. It cannot be cut by most magic or aura blades.”
    

    
      Noticing my curious stare, Chrisia offered a friendly explanation. Even as I listened, my brain was working quickly.
    

    
      ‘Things’ll get crazy busy from tomorrow on.’
    

    
      Here on Nerman, where Viscount Lukence was nowhere to be found, there was a Mt. Everest of stuff to do.
    

    
      “The preparations are all complete. Princess, I mean, Commander.”
    

    
      ‘Eh? Princess?’
    

    
      After tying the carriages up perfectly in cross-formations so that they wouldn’t break, a Skyknight approached Chrisia and said something strange.
    

    
      “Then go ahead and depart. I will follow behind you.” Chrisia gave clear orders as if there was nothing out of the ordinary.
    

    
      ‘Princess? Hooh, so that’s how it is.’
    

    
      Now I understood why. No matter how outstanding her skills were, it was ridiculous for her to be the boss of the pirates with dozens of wyverns at her beck and call at that age.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre, it seems it is time to go.”
    

    
      “It is a shame, but I look forward to next time.”
    

    
      “Hoho. Next time, let us at least enjoy a meal together.”
    

    
      “I will formally invite you to do so.”
    

    
      This was a big customer who was leaving after gushing out an unexpectedly huge fortune. Offering her a meal was manners 101 from the courteous country of the East.
    

    
      “Then... Omo!”
    

    
      Dipping her head slightly, Chrisia was about to make her regretful departure when she was completely startled by the sight of her wyvern.
    

    
      “What’s the mat—Ah!”
    

    
      I followed Chrisia’s gaze and turned, causing a cry of surprise to come out of my mouth as well.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto! You sex maniac!’
    

    
      I don’t know how he managed it in such a short time, but Bebeto (who didn’t resemble his master at all) was embracing Chrisia’s white female wyvern with one wing. Unbeknownst to Chrisia and me, the two wyverns had gone into a lovey-dovey mode.
    

    
      My face suddenly flushed, even though it wasn’t anything I caused.
    

    
      “COUGH COUGH! Bebeto!”
    

    
      Coughing, I called Bebeto with a loud voice.
    

    
      Guoo. 
    

    
      Only then did the two wyverns notice our gazes and hastily peel apart.
    

    
      “T-Then...”
    

    
      Chrisia, whose face had definitely reddened like mine, rapidly jumped onto her wyvern.
    

    
      
        Flap flap flap flap! Fla-fla-fla-flap!
      
    

    
      Chrisia ascended into the air, following the Skyknights whose wyverns were carrying ropes in their claws.
    

    
      Guoooooooo! 
    

    
      Kioooooo! 
    

    
      Bebeto let out a heartrending cry showing his regret, which Chrisia’s female wyvern responded to from the air.
    

    
      “Sigh...”
    

    
      The tragic parting of the beasts just made me sigh.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 54: Her Name is Rosiathe
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “With how quickly matters escalated, there are more than a few things that we need. The secure route to the Havis Kingdom in the south that Viscount Lukence was defending is facing danger. The road has a length of just under 100 km; it was safe up until now because of Viscount Lukence’s wyverns periodically flying over it, as well as the presence of forts in five locations and patrols of mounted soldiers, but things will change from now on. Monsters are creatures of instinct, so they will sense the vulnerability and come charging in.”
    

    
      After completing the jackpot trade with the pirates, I returned to the covert. I spent the whole night thinking about this and that, and then morning arrived. While I was dipping a piece of bread into a warm seafood stew made by Lucia’s mom, Derval barged in and started earnestly reporting various things.
    

    
      “First of all, we have to make use of Baroness Janice. At the same time, we should convene the mounted soldiers scattered around and fill up the emptied forts. This must be sanctioned soon, sir. If the safety of the merchants is not secured, then the army expenses will rise; the price of goods, including food, will all skyrocket.”
    

    
      ‘Derval, work is good and all, but even a dog should be left to eat in peace...’
    

    
      I had to listen intently to Derval’s report despite having a mouthful of honey-lathered bread.
    

    
      “My liege, I believe we need to recruit more administrative personnel. By that, I mean properly trained talents from an administration academy. I briefly examined the state of every city, including Denfors, but there are many places in need of repair. Money is no issue, but we are lacking specialized carpenters and civil engineers. But even if we use the Construction Guild, we will only be able to recruit skilled workers if we offer twice the hazard pay. Does that sound alright to you, my liege?”
    

    
      “Hm? Y-yeah, take care of it as you see fit, Sir Derval.”
    

    
      “Understood. Then I will send out a request to the guild. Next is...”
    

    
      ‘Ugh...’
    

    
      Derval’s report went on and on. He must have been up all night, because he was flinging out systematic and concrete plans one after the other.
    

    
      “Hold on, Sir Derval!”
    

    
      "....."'
    

    
      I called a stop.
    

    
      “Sir Derval, have you eaten?”
    

    
      “N-not yet.”
    

    
      “Have you had any sleep??”
    

    
      “That too... not yet.”
    

    
      ‘He’s crazy, seriously.’
    

    
      Derval stood there with his face flushed.
    

    
      “Did the capture of Nerman make you so happy to the point of being unable to eat or sleep?”
    

    
      “My liege... to be honest, my heart feels like it is about to burst.” After hearing my question, Derval put down his report. Then he began to share his feelings with a passionate voice. “From a young age, my dream was to manage a territory like this. I would not be so impudent as to want to be the lord, but I have always wanted to make a territory the best in the empire as a territory’s administrator. But... reality is cruel. I graduated top of the class in the Empire Administrative Knight Academy, but they said my status was too lowly, or they would see the reformist thesis I published in the Academy and say my ideas were too radical, or that I had no connections... and due to those “problems”, I was not accepted by any territory. Lords determine an administrator’s ability not by their intelligence, but by how much they can beat and squeeze the serfs and territory residents dry. And so I entered the covert and became like this... If I hadn’t met you, my liege, I would have lived as a beggar and died pathetically before I could even attempt to realize my dream.”
    

    
      Derval’s eyes reddened. “To me, you and this place are like a blessing. I won’t die from missing a single night of sleep or a meal! I just want to show you my ideas, the ideas I thought of with all of my brain and soul. If it’s you, my liege, who will make full use of my ability, I can give you my everything! Even this humble life of mine!”
    

    
      ‘Mm...’
    

    
      Everyone had their story. I thought I knew Derval well, but even I didn’t know the story buried deep inside Derval’s heart.
    

    
      “There are truly a lot of things to do. First of all, what you need to do, my liege, is to formally become the lord and receive a promotion in your title. That way, you can appoint knights—”
    

    
      “Stop!” I interrupted Derval with a shout. “Sir Derval, receive my order!”
    

    
      “Your word is my command!”
    

    
      “I hereby command that you are to take a forced break from this moment on for one day. If you do not eat three meals per day and sleep at night during this time, then you will be... exiled.”
    

    
      “M-my liege...”
    

    
      At my vehement warning, Derval’s face went pale.
    

    
      “I want an ally who can walk with me for a lifetime, not an idiot who just works like a fool before dying an early death.”
    

    
      “My liege... Sob.”
    

    
      As if overtaken with emotion, big tears dripped from Derval’s eyes.
    

    
      ‘I’d better do my best, even if it’s just for Derval. Damn.’
    

    
      He called territory management his lifelong dream. I was one to even honor a dead person’s dream, so there was no reason to not honor a living person’s dream.
    

    
      “Give me some more soup and bread here, if you will.”
    

    
      “Yes, my lord,” responded Lucia’s mom cheerfully from the kitchen, which was connected to the dining hall.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Those mountains can’t be blocked. Since that’s the case, I need to construct a fort with a long flow of traffic in mind. And protect the villages with the fort behind them...’
    

    
      Swooooooosh. 
    

    
      Riding on an updraft, Bebeto stretched his long wings and entrusted his heavy body to the wind.
    

    
      I looked down on Nerman’s great plains from his back. There were almost no mountains taller than five hundred meters in altitude to be found, and along the plains, a few mountains around two to three hundred meters that were more like hills stood out. The sight of small streams and expansive flatlands lush with greenery met my eyes.
    

    
      ‘It’s approximately a 5 hour flight when moving at an average speed from Denfors. If we say that’s around 40 km per hour, the distance is around 200 km. If we are to defend this large of an area, we’ll need a good plan.’
    

    
      After ordering Derval to a forced rest, I quickly sent Baroness Janice and her Skyknights on a flight to patrol the southern region. At the same time, I temporarily transferred 20 knights who could use Aura Blade and 500 soldiers capable of riding horses into a cavalry troop.
    

    
      ‘The organization of infantry with the men who want to join me should be done about now.’
    

    
      Ryker was actually pretty useful. He volunteered to organize the soldiers, if he was familiar with empire military organization. The only thing was that I agreed to give him one month’s wages in advance if he could organize them perfectly.  
    

    
      ‘Land, money, population... besides the people, it’s got it all.’ I wouldn’t know exactly how many people were living in Nerman unless there was a population census, but it was definitely far too low. ‘I have to bring in people. Craftsmen, artisans, farmers, you name it. I have to draw those kinds of people in.’
    

    
      Even with the knowledge I had learned up until now in high school in Korea, I could think more broad-mindedly than the people here. On top of that, I had an enormous wealth of Master’s forcibly transferred knowledge. All I had to do was bring that knowledge to life.
    

    
      ‘10,000 elite troops! That’ll decide victory or defeat for now.’
    

    
      This ruined land was now something I had to take care of. I engraved the sight of the expansive land stretching out underneath us in my heart as I organized my thoughts one by one. Just like how a blueprint was necessary to build a house, I sketched out a plan on how to implement my ideas along with keeping the safety of the residents in mind.
    

    
      ‘Shall we try going south once?’
    

    
      To get to Denfors from the empire, I flew through the west of the Nerman plains to the east. And recently, I’d flown towards the north to help Count Yaix as well, but I hadn’t yet had the chance to fly through Nerman’s wide-open southern region.
    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      Gripping Bebeto’s reins, I turned towards the south.
    

    
      Towards the border of Havis Kingdom, which was directly connected to Nerman.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Crackle, craaackle. 
    

    
      “Huhu. It’s roasting well.”
    

    
      Even at an amusement park, eating came first. After turning to the south, we discovered a sounder of boars struggling along a low ridge. I—as someone who’s had a lot of bad memories with boars—maneuvered Bebeto into catching us a big, meaty, female boar.
    

    
      After catching it, I cut open the belly, removed the organs, and skewered it from butt to snout with a Blessed Spear and turned it into BBQ. Now the fat was dripping down and crackling in the fire.
    

    
      “Since it’s even stabilized by magic, there’s no skewer better than this.”
    

    
      If any mage or Skyknight were to see this, they would froth at the mouth. I dared to use a Blessed Spear costing a huge amount per pop as a skewer. Most sensible people would call me a crazy bastard.
    

    
      “Good thing I brought salt and spices.”
    

    
      I went around with coarse salt and various spices packed in a watertight leather pouch on one side of Bebeto’s saddle in preparation for a moment like this. Sprinkling those ingredients liberally on the boar, I enjoyed the sight of the meat steadily reaching perfection.
    

    
      “Salamander, a bit weaker please~! That’s it! That’s perfect.”
    

    
      Fwooosh. 
    

    
      The low fire spirit Salamander was laying atop a fire made of dry sticks, acting as charcoal. Fueled by my praise, it was demonstrating its power as a spirit for an hour already.
    

    
      ‘Aww, such cute little guys.’
    

    
      These creatures called spirits were seriously useful. They were absolutely loyal to my commands as the summoner. They felt as necessary for daily life as televisions and rice cookers.
    

    
      “Huhu. It’s all done.”
    

    
      The whole pig roast was perfectly golden brown without any charring. It was a shame I didn’t have any alcohol, but this much out on the field was already a delectable feast.
    

    
      Guooooo.... 
    

    
      Bebeto, who had been dozing after stuffing himself silly with orc meat, shoved his head towards me at the yummy smell.
    

    
      “Bebeto, go exercise a bit. After living it up these days, your belly is sticking out. My advice? If you get that fat, females will ignore you, and the female you love will get stolen away by a young and fresh male in the end. So don’t play around and busy yourself in the sky and catch a blind ogre or two. If you listen to me well, I’ll save a piece for you.”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooo! 
      
    

    
      Understanding my words, Bebeto flapped his wings as he acted frivolous. The tenacious and overwhelmingly wild nature he had exuded when we first met was absolutely nowhere to be found.
    

    
      ‘His head is full of girls. Tsk tsk.’
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap flap! 
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      Bebeto thoughtlessly spread his wings and went aloft, which made me cast Shield to thoroughly block any kicked-up dirt from hitting the food.
    

    
      “Alright then, shall we try a bite~?”
    

    
      Once the dust settled, I rubbed my hands together before eagerly grabbing a big boar leg.
    

    
      Gulp. 
    

    
      The sight of the well-roasted pig made me drool. Covering my hands with mana to block the heat, I tore off one leg.
    

    
      “Chew...”
    

    
      I did yearn for some beer and well-fermented winter kimchi, but I was someone who could enjoy the present.
    

    
      ‘Ohhhh!!’
    

    
      Even though I was the one who roasted it, the flavor was so sensational that it could send a whole crowd of people to heaven. Thanks to using dry wood that was similar to oak as firewood, the entire piece of meat was imbued with an oaky fragrance. On top of that, it was still steaming hot due to being freshly roasted, with a chewy texture and a perfect amount of fat. Perhaps because it was a female boar, the meat also lacked any of the gameyness particular to males.
    

    
      ‘There’s no better humble pleasure than this. Taking a bite of meat and looking at the sky... Eh?’
    

    
      While enjoying the meat, I looked up into the sky. My chewing movement stopped right then and there.
    

    
      ‘A Skyknight??’
    

    
      Surprisingly, there was a lone grey wyvern flying from the south. The wyvern wearing enspelled armor that sparkled in the sun was flying directly towards me.
    

    
      ‘What the heck?’
    

    
      I was about to enjoy the taste of the meat and chow down. Also, Bebeto had somehow flown far away and I couldn’t see him, so if the wyvern attacked me, it would interfere with my joyful mealtime. I felt a surge of irritation and glared at the wyvern that was flying over at high speed.
    

    
      ‘A Havis Kingdom wyvern?’
    

    
      The Havis Kingdom’s borders, which were at the ends of the Rual Mountains... A flag with a black rose and a crescent moon, the emblem of the Havis Kingdom, was hanging from the wyvern’s chest.
    

    
      Flap flap flap. 
    

    
      The wyvern stopped around 30 meters in the air in front of me, its beating wings sending a cool gust my way.
    

    
      “Air Shield!”
    

    
      I was more worried about the meat than getting attacked. When you’re hungry, everything you eat is delicious. I didn’t want to go through the trouble of roasting another pig.
    

    
      Swoosh! 
    

    
      Thud! 
    

    
      After I cast a shielding spell, the wyvern descended to 10 meters above ground, and then the Skyknight jumped to the ground with clean movements. For a Skyknight using mana, 10 meters or so was no big deal.
    

    
      ‘A woman?’
    

    
      Because I was close to the Havis Kingdom’s borders, this could be a patrolling wyvern. However, I could tell from the shape of the airplate that the Skyknight was female. Still holding the meat in my hand, I stared silently at the approaching female Skyknight. 
    

    
      “I apologize for interrupting your meal.”
    

    
      I didn’t know what motivated them to fearlessly land, but the woman removed her helmet as she apologized.
    

    
      My lips were in the middle of asking why she bothered me then, but upon seeing her face, those words were lost.
    

    
      ‘W-Who do I have the honor of meeting this time!’
    

    
      I hadn’t lived very long, but I had seriously met a lot of beautiful ladies. Including Yerin, there was Aramis, who radiated holiness; Countess Irene, the fairy with silver hair; cute Hyneth, Russell the androgenous beauty; Igis, the Dignified princess; and finally the exotic Chrisia.
    

    
      But the woman who appeared now introduced a new level of beauty in my mind.
    

    
      The first thing I saw was wavy, flowing golden hair.
    

    
      It wasn’t a frizzy, dry, and lackluster faded yellow, but an intense and glossy, freshly minted 24k gold color that seemed imbued with the radiance of the sun.
    

    
      Her hair alone was more than enough, but underneath was clear, white skin. Her silky smooth skin looked as soft as a baby’s skin, so soft that it gave me the impression that touching it would leave powder on your fingers, and the mere sight of it aroused an urge to try touching it.
    

    
      However, the problem wasn’t just her skin and hair.
    

    
      Her face of radiant jade had long eyelashes and large, blue diamond-like eyes as clear as the sky, a sharp but not arrogant cute nose, and small and dainty red lips.
    

    
      ‘She’s the bomb!’
    

    
      Nothing else needed to be said.
    

    
      She was just lacking wings, but with this appearance, she had to be one of the Joyful Fairies of the Jade Emperor I had imagined while reading fairy tales countless times as a kid.
    

    
      
        [TN: The Jade Emperor is one of the representations of the first god in Chinese folk mythology. ]
      
    

    
      “I am truly sorry to hear that I was a bother.”
    

    
      As if hurt by my cold rebuff, her face reddened as she slightly bowed her head. I could feel a dignified air from her every movement.
    

    
      “Haha. Please pay no heed, it is not something I directed at you, my lady. Sometimes I say nonsense while eating.”
    

    
      If a pretty woman had manners, it was like a diamond on a golden ring. I laughed heartily as I stood up.
    

    
      “I saw a black wyvern and chased it here, but there’s no wyvern here and only you, sir Knight, so I have committed an offense. I am Havis Kingdom’s Rosiathe.”
    

    
      ‘Rosiathe? Didn’t I hear that name somewhere?’
    

    
      Even her name was pretty.
    

    
      “I am Nerman’s Kyre.”
    

    
      Since the other person didn’t give out her full name, I didn’t either.
    

    
      “It is nice to meet you. It is my first time meeting a foreign Skyknight while on a flight.”
    

    
      Perfectly snow-white teeth showed as she smiled. She truly had an amazing beauty with no faults.
    

    
      ‘She’s got a shy but bright personality.’
    

    
      Even as she spoke, I could feel excitement and happiness from Rosiathe. It seemed she had just become a Skyknight. I didn’t want to mar her happiness.
    

    
      “It is an honor to meet you, Lady Rosiathe, who has been blessed by the Goddess of Beauty, Varshua.”
    

    
      Since she considered me a knight, I acted like a knight.
    

    
      “I do not know what to say to such undeserved praise.”
    

    
      Rosiathe showed humility towards my words, even though my vocabulary was too lacking to express her beauty.
    

    
      ‘Wow, to have this kind of mood in a situation like this...’
    

    
      I didn’t know why she landed and bothered with this kind of high-class greeting. A random noble’s mannerisms really didn’t suit the fat boar leg I couldn’t drop and was still holding in my hand.
    

    
      “Um... Have you perhaps not eaten lunch yet?”
    

    
      “Pardon? Oh, yes...”
    

    
      At my blunt question, Rosiathe blinked her guileless eyes at me.
    

    
      “Would you like to partake in the meal with me?”
    

    
      I turned to point at the perfectly roasted boar.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      “Haha. Please, come sit over here.” Rosiathe was unable to speak due to shyness. I took off my cloak and laid it on the ground. “There we go, try a bite.”
    

    
      I put down the haunch in my hand, tore off a piece of meat from a tasty part, and passed it over to Rosiathe. She stared at my hand and the meat with a flustered expression before swiftly removing her gauntlet and taking it.
    

    
      “You won’t regret it,” I said with a broad smile.
    

    
      Spring was coming to its fruition. The land was blooming with spring flowers that danced in the wind, and the woman who was more beautiful than any flower was holding a piece of boar meat.
    

    
      ‘Dammit, it really breaks the mood.’
    

    
      Even I had to admit that for a first meeting, the atmosphere wasn’t very... favorable.
    

    
      “Thank you for the meal.”
    

    
      However, the woman named Rosiathe made a gentle, refreshing smile as she took a small bite of the meat.
    

    
      ‘Aishhhh, whatever.’
    

    
      If we were fated to meet again, we would, and if not, that was that. There was no real need to show an unreasonable and forceful appearance to this lady named Rosiathe.
    

    
      As Rosiathe started chewing, my belly ached nonstop with hunger, and I busily tucked into the boar.
    

    
      As we ate, a gentle wind quietly blew around us, lightly kicking up Rosiathe’s golden hair towards me.
    

    
      ‘Ah... how nice!’
    

    
      This moment could only be made better with a glass of wine.
    

    
      Somehow, the flavor of the meat in my mouth disappeared, replaced by the faint fragrance of pansies coming from Rosiathe.
      

    

    
      “It is really delicious!”
    

    
      ‘Ughya!’
    

    
      I had passed over a piece of meat to be polite.
    

    
      No one would have expected this kind of meeting. Rosiathe, who I just happened to meet while eating a boar I roasted, chewed the meat I gave her with difficulty at first, but needed no encouragement afterwards. She happily scarfed down the whole piece in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      ‘You’re telling me that all went into such a small stomach?’
    

    
      Surprisingly enough, Rosiathe finished off almost an entire haunch. Her astonishing appetite would make an ogre cry.
    

    
      It was enough to make me think that Havis Kingdom’s Skyknights didn’t have any meat to eat or something.
    

    
      “Haaah...”
    

    
      After biting off the last piece of meat on the bone, Rosiathe let out a sigh of satisfaction.
    

    
      ‘Argh! So cute!’
    

    
      Even if Ji-hyun noona were to eat 10 people’s worth of pork belly right in front of me, I wouldn’t give a fuck. Beautiful women were pretty even when they were eating.
    

    
      
        [TN: Jun Ji-hyun, a really famous Korean actress and model.]
      
    

    
      “It is a relief to see that you enjoyed your meal.”
    

    
      “To be honest... Wyverns are wyverns, but I could smell something delicious from the air. That’s why...”
    

    
      Only once her belly was full did Rosiathe reveal her true intent. Her face reddened once again to match the red of her lips, which were still glistening with pig fat. 
    

    
      ‘Is she pure, or is she brave?’
    

    
      Rosiathe was obviously a lady from a noble house. However, she ate meat in front of me without reserve and even admitted her true thoughts to me without hiding anything. She was worlds apart from a prudish noble.
    

    
      “What kind of place is Havis Kingdom?” I asked.
    

    
      I didn’t have a nasty hobby of poking at a woman’s vulnerable spots, so I smoothly jumped over her confession and asked about Havis Kingdom. 
    

    
      In the future, Havis Kingdom’s unconditional assistance was necessary for Nerman’s development. If the Havis Kingdom blocked the passage of merchant groups or various goods, Nerman would be no different from ants trapped in a gourd.
    

    
      “It is a regretful place.”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      Rosiathe immediately uttered that it was regretful without even thinking about it. Even as she spoke, her mood made my heart sting as if I were watching an autumn sunset.
    

    
      “The king is benevolent and kind, but the nobles are incompetent, and the hungry enemies all around are always watching for a chance to rip the kingdom’s last piece of flesh off.. That is Havis.”
    

    
      It was a surprise to hear the dreary reality of the kingdom from a Skyknight who should have absolute loyalty to the kingdom. I could tell from the sadness in her voice that her words were the truth.
    

    
      “But it is truly a beautiful place. In the spring, the warm wind from the Rual and Kovilan Mountains covers the land, and as the farmers sow their seeds on the wide open plains, they sing a song from ancient times as a prayer to the Goddess of Abundance and Festivities, Sapphire. Hoho, and in the summer, everyone likes to drink cold beer and party while enjoying the refreshing wind from the mountains. Unlike other places, our kingdom reveres the Goddess of Victory, Ormion, the most. She is the one who allowed us to be the greatest empire on the continent at one point.”
    

    
      As changing from a ponderous largo to the bouncing allegro of spring, Rosiathe shared her kingdom’s traditions with a bright mood like a singing poet. Joy turned her blue diamond-like eyes into sparkling stars.
    

    
      ‘She’s beautiful.’
    

    
      There was no need for flowery rhetoric. Right now, Rosiathe was more beautiful than anything in this world.
    

    
      “Please allow me to invite you, Sir Kyre, who gave me such a delicious memory. Rather than hearing it from me, you will be able to know that my words aren’t a lie by seeing it for yourself,” worried Rosiathe like a kid, as if I might not believe her.
    

    
      I couldn’t help but smile broadly at the sight of her.
    

    
      “Jeez, do you not believe me?” she pressed, saying something like ‘jeez’ as if she thought we were already friends.
    

    
      “Haha. No, that’s not it. I feel like I know more than enough about the Havis Kingdom just by seeing you, Lady Rosiathe.”
    

    
      “You’re making fun of me right now for eating a lot, aren’t you?”
    

    
      She must know it wasn’t just ‘a lot,’ but ‘a TON’ and joked around.
    

    
      “It is a relief that you realized. I was worrying for a moment there that I might need to catch another boar.”
    

    
      “Oh my...”
    

    
      At my words, she covered her face with a white and slender hand in embarrassment.
    

    
      “It is a joke, a joke. Hahaha.”
    

    
      My words were pretty rude in their own right, but the purehearted Rosiathe couldn’t beat me in verbal banter.
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooo! 
      
    

    
      ‘Bebeto, can’t you read the mood here!’
    

    
      We had spent a lovely time here for a while, but Bebeto finished hunting and showed up holding two limp trolls.
    

    
      Grrrrruuuuuuuu. As Bebeto appeared, Rosiathe’s grey wyvern growled.
    

    
      “Please do not worry. It is my wyvern,” I said to Rosiathe, who was startled by Bebeto and about to head to her wyvern.
    

    
      “H-Hybrid wyvern!”
    

    
      As Bebeto drew near, Rosiathe jumped in shock.
    

    
      Flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Smarter than any other wyvern, Bebeto realized that Rosiathe and I were on good terms and landed.
    

    
      ‘Does Rosiathe have prejudice against hybrid wyverns too...?’
    

    
      Everyone on the continent had a taboo against hybrid wyverns. Moreover, Rosiathe was a Skyknight, so it might be even more pronounced.
    

    
      “Wow! It’s my first time seeing one. Our kingdom doesn’t even have a single hybrid wyvern... Golden stripes on a black body! Hoho. It looks so strong!”
    

    
      ‘Wut?’
    

    
      However, against all expectation, Rosiathe exclaimed cheerfully and happily as she looked at Bebeto.
    

    
      Guooooooo! 
    

    
      As Rosiathe praised him, sharp-eared Bebeto raised his horns to the sky as he proudly showed off his magnificence.
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      Then, he took one of the trolls he was holding and pushed it towards Rosiathe’s grey wyvern.
    

    
      ‘I-it’s a female...’
    

    
      My god, I don’t know who he took after, but this Bebeto was really something. Not even a month or even a week passed after he wailed and cried at the mournful parting with Chrisia’s wyvern—it was yesterday for god’s sake!—but he was already giving a present to a new female.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, even I have nothing to say.’
    

    
      I myself didn’t have a clear enough conscience to be able to complain about Bebeto’s actions, so I just let out a long sigh.
    

    
      ‘Ara! What are those guys!’
    

    
      While I was sighing to myself, around 10 wyverns flew over from the direction of Havis Kingdom.
    

    
      “It seems it is time for me to go now.” Rosiathe turned from looking at Bebeto to politely bidding me farewell.
    

    
      “It is an honor to have met you.”
    

    
      “I thank Romero for allowing our paths to cross. Then...”
    

    
      Rosiathe bowed her long neck. As she did so, her fragrance drifted towards me.
    

    
      “May you fly with Bormio’s grace...”
    

    
      The God of Wind and Freedom, Bormio, who Skyknights loved the most.
    

    
      After putting on her helmet with a click, Rosiathe flew onto her wyvern like a bird.
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Her grey wyvern flapped its long wings into the air.
    

    
      Swooosh swoooosh. 
    

    
      Then, rising dozens of meters within no time, her wyvern flew vigorously towards the Havis Kingdom. Shortly afterwards, she disappeared into the blue sky along with the group of wyverns as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Our meeting had been a short one, but was as pleasant as a midsummer night’s dream. Rosiathe was gone, but the faint fragrance of pansies lingered in my nose.
    

    
      “Shall we get going now?”
    

    
      I was able to enjoy a delicious meal thanks to meeting Rosiathe.
    

    
      “Bebeto, who did you learn from! If you’re a man, you should win fair and square with your charm! The fuck are you spacing out for?!”
    

    
      I gave a warning about unhealthy relationships with the opposite sex to Bebeto, who was blankly staring into the distance where the grey wyvern had flown off into just like me,
    

    
      Guo guo guooo. 
    

    
      But my words went into one ear and out the other. He looked off into the sky, feigning indifference. As if telling me to worry about myself.
    

    
      ‘Dammit, won’t all the wyverns in Nerman get golden stripes at this rate?’
    

    
      Suddenly, I saw Nerman’s future wyverns in my mind’s eye. That was definitely possible.
    

    
      But it sure was a relief. That Bebeto was a wyvern, and not a human.
    

    
      If he had been born as a human male, I would have zero reason to be this friendly with him...
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 55: That Man’s Knights
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Pa-pang pa-pang.
      
    

    
      “Raise the sign a bit more!”
    

    
      “We have to finish all the repairs by today. Everyone, hurry!”
    

    
      After checking out the plains bordering Havis Kingdom, I returned to Weyn Covert. The next day, the temporary workers started a ruckus from early in the morning with extensive repairs.
    

    
      “Thank you for the meal today as well.”
    

    
      “Hoho, it brings me incomparable joy to see you eat so happily, my lord.”
    

    
      After I polished off a plate of smoked duck slathered in sauce and various baked breads with honey as well as a fish stew cooked with potatoes and other veggies, Lucia’s mother made a satisfied expression.
    

    
      
        [TN: Author. Please. Give Lucia’s mother a name. Like wtf, she appears in almost every chapter.]
      
    

    
      ‘Won’t I become obese at this rate?’
    

    
      The western-style dishes I ate every day were high in calories. It was tasty, but I had a Korean palate, so I longed for kimchi and fermented soybean paste soup.
    

    
      ‘When I have the time, I should at least make some kimchi.’
    

    
      With ‘self-reliance’ as an excuse, my mother used me from an early age as cheap labor for things like housework. Thanks to her, I learned how to make kimchi on my own as long as I had the ingredients.
    

    
      ‘I wonder what kind of events await me today.’
    

    
      I was sure that as soon as I went outside, Derval would run over, the same Derval who had probably spent his forced break thinking about countless things. He would surely pester and nag me for the sake of Nerman’s development.
    

    
      “I will take the tea to your office, my lord.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      After eating an oily meal came a cup of tea. The people here always drank a cup of tea called alvrai after their meals, which was similar to black tea, and I was slowly getting addicted to it too.
    

    
      ‘I should construct a big fort in the area bordering the Havis Kingdom. If I block off the entrance to Nerman, I can perfectly control who comes in and out as well as prepare for danger I wouldn’t know about otherwise.’
    

    
      During my flight yesterday, I had discovered the perfect spot for a fort near the Havis Kingdom’s borders. As long as no threat arrives from the sea, the only things that could endanger Nerman were the coalition of Temir tribes as well as the route coming from the Havis Kingdom. Because of the Rual Mountains and the Kovilan Mountains, soldiers besides light infantry could not invade Nerman.
    

    
      ‘He was already waiting.’
    

    
      I could hear the faint sound of breathing from the office. It was Derval, no doubt.
    

    
      Kerchunk. 
    

    
      “Did you sleep well, Derval?”
    

    
      “My liege, you have come!”
    

    
      Derval gave me an energetic response to my greeting. I couldn’t be sure if it was because of the forced break, but the color had returned to his face.
    

    
      “There’s a saying like this from the place I come from. No matter how long the path is, one achieves the journey one step at a time.”
    

    
      “My liege, you no longer need to worry. I will repay your love by taking care of both my work and health now.”
    

    
      ‘Kya, he’s always so trustworthy, seriously.’
    

    
      This person, who gave me his absolute faith like this and followed me, was a precious talent who, if I were without, would make managing this large territory impossible.
    

    
      “Alright then, what do we have to do today?”
    

    
      “First of all, the covert has gone into large-scale repairs today. You must now act with dignity befitting the master of great Nerman.”
    

    
      ‘The master of great Nerman? Sounds good. Huhu.’
    

    
      “Got it, Sir Derval, you take care of the small matters with your own discretion.”
    

    
      “Thank you, my liege. There is something we must take care of as soon as possible.”
    

    
      “As soon as possible?”
    

    
      “Yes. If you have already eaten breakfast, please go to Count Yaix immediately.” Derval told me out of the blue to go looking for Count Yaix. “The Commander, Count Yaix, has most likely already heard the news about Viscount Lukence.”
    

    
      “Most likely, yes.”
    

    
      “If that is the case, then there is no need for hesitation—you should receive the transfer of native Nerman soldiers as promised. We can only attempt to secure the safety of the territory if those men are transferred as soon as possible.” 
    

    
      He was right. The empire’s troops were leaving anyway, so the native Nerman soldiers’ hearts would be wavering; it was a matter of course that I should secure them and use them to fill up the gap in our military power.
    

    
      “And please receive all the military-related items you can get without reserve. Right now, there are not many blacksmiths in Nerman. If we were to make them mass produce military items as well, the other essentials will not be able to progress at all.”
    

    
      That was something I had been thinking of as well. In Nerman, military power was more important than anything else. I was already lacking Skyknights, so if I didn’t have soldiers either, then I’d be all icing and no cake.
    

    
      “Got it. I’ll depart at once. That aside, where are the armors and airplates we got from Viscount Lukence’s Skyknights?”
    

    
      “They are all in the hangar we are using as a storehouse. Just thinking about them makes me feel regret. We are unable to repair them unless we receive help from a magic tower... If we were to sell them in their current condition, we wouldn’t be able to receive even half of the full price,” said Derval regretfully.
    

    
      ‘Don’t worry too much, Derval. Because we don’t need the help of a magic tower for that sort of thing.’
    

    
      Derval didn’t exactly know my skills yet. When he inevitably later finds out, he would probably be disappointed that I had hidden it from him, but I didn’t want to show all my cards yet. 
    

    
      “Sir Derval, do you have a lot of friends?”
    

    
      “Pardon? By friends, you mean...”
    

    
      “I mean people who will come running over at full speed if you ask them to.”
    

    
      “Of course, I have some!”
    

    
      “Then call them, as long as they are loyal, call them all. Tell them I will give them a beautiful dream.”
    

    
      “My liege...”
    

    
      Yesterday and today as well, Derval was completely taken by emotion.
    

    
      ‘As the old saying goes, birds of a feather flock together. If they’re friends with the smart Derval, they must all be worth putting to use, right?’
    

    
      Unaware of my true inner thoughts, Derval was clenching his fists while trying to hold back his emotions.
    

    
      “I will conduct a meeting with everyone tonight, so call everyone over.”
    

    
      “As you command!” Derval shouted.
    

    
      His response sounded like a promise from someone who would take responsibility for Nerman’s upcoming lively future.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Orakk Castle. This castle is the base for managing the safety of the northern region, huh.’
    

    
      After a two-hour-flight on Bebeto from Denfors, I arrived at the defensive Orakk Castle standing on the northern front. The weathered castle walls marked the years of battle, and there were even a few places that looked like they were on their last legs. However, it boasted a size not at all inferior to Denfors. It was so big that it could house several tens of thousands of soldiers.
    

    
      ‘I need to use the magic communication line that imperial troops use, so that everything can be connected in one go.’
    

    
      The current military communication devices used by imperial troops had a maximum dispatch length of around 50 km. And that was only possible if you used a magic crystal of at least Grade 3.
    

    
      ‘If everything in Nerman can be connected with something like a phone line, we can overcome most dangers.’
    

    
      As Bebeto circled in the skies above Orakk Castle, which we had arrived at in no time, I organized my thoughts.
    

    
      I could see the gargantuan Rual Mountains over there, far in the distance. Beyond the mountains was the coalition of Temir tribes, an element of danger that absolutely needed to be subdued in order to restore peace to Nerman.
    

    
      ‘Count Yaix, you’ve worked hard all these years.’
    

    
      My thoughts drifted to Commander Yaix, who had protected the northern region of Nerman without any decent wyverns and barely any reinforcements from the empire. I truly respected his achievement of defending Nerman for all these years with the meager military power he had. I was sure that Count Yaix had invested all of his personal fortune. The Bajran Empire would one day surely regret that they had treated such an upright and outstanding general so coldly.
    

    
      ‘It’s the Count’s wyvern.’
    

    
      I saw Count Yaix’s grey wyvern, which I heard had been injured recently. It was flapping its wings and stretching in front of a hangar in Orakk Castle. And just like where most Skyknights were, Count Yaix was in front of his wyvern, playing with it.
    

    
      Swooooooosh. 
    

    
      When I turned the reins to the earth, Bebeto landed without further direction next to Count Yaix. His intelligence was better than any AI combined.
    

    
      “Welcome, Sir Kyre.”
    

    
      Even though Bebeto’s landing must have kicked up a lot of dust, the Count smiled brightly as he welcomed me. It seemed there hadn’t been much happening in the last few days, because much of his fatigue had disappeared.
    

    
      “Have you been well?” I asked.
    

    
      He was not formally my commander, so instead of using a salute, I asked about his well being with a light nod.
    

    
      “Of course; thanks to you, we haven’t even seen head or tail of the Temir these days. Haha. It has been a time of peace that we have truly not tasted in a long while.”
    

    
      Count Yaix looked really happy. It seemed he had been extremely overworked these last years in Nerman.
    

    
      “It looks very agile,” I said, gesturing to Count Yaix’s grey wyvern.
    

    
      “He’s a slightly faster fellow than most.”
    

    
      The wyvern had deep scars in the area around the belly and wing joint, but it's slender physique was pleasing to the eye.
    

    
      Guuuuuuuu. 
    

    
      Grrrrrrrrrrrrr. 
    

    
      Only, the two wyverns didn’t seem to welcome each other at all.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, it’s a male.’
    

    
      The grey wyvern took up a provocative posture towards Bebeto, even though it was at least 2 meters smaller than Bebeto in stature.
    

    
      “Alphonse! How can you be so disrespectful to our guest!”
    

    
      Yaix soundly scolded his wyvern as if rebuking a person.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      After getting scolded by his master, the wyvern dejectedly lowered its head to the ground.
    

    
      “Bebeto! Is that the kind of behavior you should be showing as a guest? If you growl one more time, I’ll ground you from flying!”
    

    
      Grrrr.... 
    

    
      At my threat, Bebeto feigned indifference as he grumbled. He was seriously a fellow with a prickly temperament.
    

    
      “I heard the news. You took down Lukence?”
    

    
      “Well, it turned out like that.”
    

    
      “Impressive. To have such incredible skills at your age... I said this before, but for the empire to cast a talent like you away to a place like this, they will one day deeply regret it!”
    

    
      Count Yaix and I shared the same sentiment.
    

    
      “As if that could happen, the Bajran Empire will roll along just fine even without me.”
    

    
      “That’s true... If the current peaceful times continue.”
    

    
      Not entirely convinced by my humility, the Count made a bitter expression.
    

    
      “Let us go inside. I have something important to tell you.”
    

    
      ‘Something important to tell me?’
    

    
      As if he had been waiting for my visit, Count Yaix took the lead and went inside.
    

    
      The veteran’s shoulders seemed particularly hunched over today.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “If you desire it, I can formally transfer the soldiers tomorrow at the earliest.”
    

    
      After we entered his office, Count Yaix calmly brought up the transfer of troops. He was showing with his actions that his age wasn’t just for show.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “I am the one who is more thankful. My heart is soaring at the thought of leaving this dreadful place and returning to my territory.”
    

    
      This gentleman was really bad at lying. Unlike his words, his face was cast with sadness.
    

    
      “I will turn Nerman into a place worth living in.”
    

    
      “As you should. The residents here are also people born by the grace of the Great God Adeine. Of course you should let them taste the happiness they should enjoy as humans. That is the duty that a noble is obligated to fulfill in exchange for his privileges.”
    

    
      The Count was referring to noblesse oblige. 
    

    
      Of course I would do my best for the people here. In order for me to be happy, the people around me had to be happy; that was the fabric of human society.
    

    
      “How many native knights are there here?”
    

    
      “Knights, you say... among the Nerman natives, there are just under 100 knights who can use Aura Blade.”
    

    
      ‘100, huh.’
    

    
      That was more than I thought. However, the issue wasn’t their numbers, but their loyalty.
    

    
      “They are all outstanding knights. There are knights I personally appointed, but around half of them are people who were knighted in the empire or foreign countries, however, they can be trusted.”
    

    
      As if reading my inner thoughts, Count Yaix allayed my worries with a few words.
    

    
      “What about the composition of troops?”
    

    
      “The bulk of the forces is made up of infantry. Excluding around 3,000 archers, everyone else is a spearman.”
    

    
      A spearman, the cheapest but most practical soldier. It was natural that the natives would be more poorly armed than the elite soldiers from the empire.
    

    
      “Could you possibly give me your war horses?”
    

    
      Horses were the next most important thing next to knights. I hadn’t yet acquired any from merchant groups, so I absolutely needed war horses.
    

    
      “I will aid you the most I can. In any case, the horses do not number more than 300, and war horses will be troublesome to cross the Rual Mountains with.”
    

    
      Crossing the rugged mountains on foot would take at least a fortnight. Dragging horses along would be a backbreaking toil.
    

    
      “Now is the perfect time to cross the Rual Mountains. It is difficult in the winter because of the snow, and the rain comes down too hard in summer, making the mountains impassable. Thanks to you, I was able to seize the best time to leave.”
    

    
      Yaix went on uninvited to talk about various things. It seemed his heart was feeling empty because it was time to go.
    

    
      “Thank you for your thoughtfulness.”
    

    
      “Haha, what thanks. How could someone who cannot offer this much goodwill for the person who saved their life call themselves a knight?”
    

    
      Talking to him face to face, he was really someone who felt good to talk to. His hearty laughter held no pretenses, and his broad-open shoulders showed the demeanor of a reliable man. He was truly someone who deserved his title as a knight.
    

    
      “I have a difficult request for you.”
    

    
      Within the enjoyable atmosphere, the Count suddenly mentioned a request with a careful voice.
    

    
      “What kind of request is it...?”
    

    
      I could sense that it was no easy request.
    

    
      “Please accept a few people as your knights.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Rather than a request, that was something I would ask for. I was someone in dire need of loyal and brave knights more than regular soldiers, after all.
    

    
      “Sigh... Even though I say I’m returning to the empire, there is really nothing I can do there. It is withdrawal in name, but is also a dishonorable matter. The idle nobles won’t stay still.”
    

    
      That was something I could fully imagine. To the nobles that just stuffed their bellies and had nothing to do, Count Yaix’s withdrawal would be a good target.
    

    
      “My territory is poor. I take 40 percent in taxes, but our yearly gross revenue only comes to about 1 million Gold.”
    

    
      ‘Why territory revenue now?’
    

    
      One of the things nobles wanted to keep secret was their territory revenue. However, the Count was revealing his weakness without reserve.
    

    
      “After giving my knights and soldiers their wages and paying various fees for territory management, it is hard to hold onto my very dignity.”
    

    
      ‘Is this about money?’
    

    
      As soon as money was mentioned, I got a foreboding feeling.
    

    
      “I request that you take my Skyknights...”
    

    
      “Huh??”
    

    
      I was so surprised that I straightened in my seat. Unlike regular knights, Skyknights received special training and even possessed noble titles. Even for Skyknights retained by a count territory, a Skyknight was a knight among knights.
    

    
      “It shouldn’t be so surprising... How unfortunate is it if they met a master without ability and could never own a wyvern again? I do not wish for them to carry dishonor to their graves when they were Skyknights who lost their wyverns while fighting enemies that went beyond their limits.”
    

    
      For a Skyknight, losing their wyvern was no different than death. Up until now, it was an unwritten law that a Skyknight who lost their wyvern once was to never be given a wyvern again.
    

    
      “Also, I will give you wyvern enspelled armor and airplates that are broken but can be used again with a little repair.”
    

    
      ‘Score!!’
    

    
      This was an incredible offer that I didn’t even imagine. I wanted to bend over and bow in thanks.
    

    
      “I do not know how I can repay such a huge favor.”
    

    
      I didn’t even think about refusing. Bowing my head, I sincerely relayed my thanks. The Count Yaix in front of me right now was shining radiantly like God.
    

    
      “Now I can be relieved. This feeling of returning home after a long, long war... Haha. I wonder if my wife at home has forgotten how I look.”
    

    
      Sadness and relief mixed in his face as Count Yaix laughed.
    

    
      He looked older now. Just like the saying that a person would get white hairs after making a big decision, the Count looked a few years older in the space of a mere moment. I prayed with all my heart that he would be able to fully rest once he returned to the empire.
    

    
      “Let us go outside then. You should meet the important knights, including the Skyknights. They are under your care from now on, after all.”
    

    
      The passionate and awesome Count stood up and opened the door.
    

    
      ‘For him to be this calm when it must feel like marrying off your daughter...’
    

    
      In order to nurture a person into a knight, money was one thing, but they also required a great amount of care and time. Moreover, a Skyknight was an irreplaceable existence who could be even closer than family.
    

    
      Even though he was passing those kinds of people to me, Count Yaix looked utterly composed. He might be crying blood in his heart, but on the outside, he looked like a sturdy boulder.
    

    
      He was seriously a cool man.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      '.....'
    

    
      I didn’t know when they received the order, but there were 40 fully-armed knights gathered in the small drill hall next to the wyvern hangars.
    

    
      ‘They look extremely hardened.’
    

    
      A person’s first impression was really important. I had met countless knights in the capital of the Bajran Empire, including Knights of the Royal Guard, but it was my first time getting this kind of feeling from knights.
    

    
      Their worn and faded armor and cloaks. Their expressions and energy were clearly different from knights that wandered banquet halls with deceptive faces. A blade-like energy flowed quietly from their bodies, as if they had just returned from battle. Most onlookers would choke at the sight of them. 
    

    
      Once I appeared next to Count Yaix, the gazes of such knights converged on me. Their faces were slightly stiff. It seemed they had caught onto the gist of the situation.
    

    
      “Salute!”
    

    
      When the Count appeared, the knights saluted in tandem with well-practiced movements. The resounding voices of the knights rang out in the castle.
    

    
      “The weather is truly fine today.”
    

    
      The Count smiled warmly as he gazed upon the knights like a father looking at his children all grown up. Towards him, the knights sent gazes of warmth and respect. I watched the silent conversation ensuing between them.
    

    
      “Sir Shailt, is your injured right arm all healed?”
    

    
      “I apologize for giving you an occasion to worry, my liege.”
    

    
      A heavily built, middle-aged knight named Shailt showed a knight’s mannerisms as he made an apologetic expression.
    

    
      “Why do you apologize, when it’s all because you met a poor liege...”
    

    
      Count Yaix showed unlimited affection towards his knights. He smiled as he looked at each knight one by one.
    

    
      ‘I wonder if I can be like that one day too.’
    

    
      The Count and his knights were conversing like true men with their hearts rather than words. An electrifying sensation surged inside my heart.
    

    
      “As I said a few days ago, I shall be passing over the right to command the native Nerman soldiers to this man here, Baronet Kyre.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      At the Count’s calm words, the knights simply listened in silence.
    

    
      “As well as the native Nerman knights... and the Skyknights.”
    

    
      “M-my liege!”
    

    
      “That cannot be! How can you make a knight accept two lieges!”
    

    
      Crying out ‘my liege,’ all the knights fell to one knee with metallic thuds.
    

    
      ‘Damn, one might think they’re being asked to surrender or something.’
    

    
      I hadn’t done anything wrong, but I felt like a wicked merchant who was crushing the service and allegiance seeded in their hearts.
    

    
      “... I understand your feelings well, my knights. But I am now without dreams... Like my sword, which has lost its will to serve the empire, I say this from the bottom of my heart, I wish to rest. Taking responsibility for your futures has become more and more difficult for me, as a knight... Thank you. However, I wish to rest now...”
    

    
      “Argh...”
    

    
      Everyone could see that Count Yaix’s monologue was a lie. The knights swallowed the pent-up rage in their hearts as they let out pained cries.
    

    
      “All Skyknights and native Nerman knights, pay your respects to your new liege, Baronet Kyre! This is my last order as your liege!”
    

    
      The Count bellowed out his final order with mana like a lion’s roar. But not a single one of the knights moved to obey.
    

    
      How could the knights not be aware? Of what kind of political hardship awaited the Count and his knights the moment they withdrew from Nerman? If things went wrong, they might take the blame and be demoted into regular soldiers, or they could even become slaves after their mana cores were destroyed.
    

    
      However, if the loyalty of a man were to bend at that level of frustration and hardship, it would be no different from a mutt selling its owner for a single bone. 
    

    
      The sight of the knights made me satisfied. Even if they didn’t become mine, the world would only be better with more people like this around.
    

    
      “I have already given my order. As you all know, an already given order cannot be taken back. I am already... no longer your liege.”
    

    
      Count Yaix looked truly level-headed and cold.
    

    
      However, I knew... that he must be crying tears of blood right now within his heart.
    

    
      “I apologize for showing you a sorry sight,” said the Count, turning to me. “Tomorrow... Tomorrow, come to me formally. I will pass over all the documents and equipment then.”
    

    
      As if he could no longer stand there, the Count told me he was sorry and went into the inner castle. No matter how level-headed he might be, how could he keep up a strong front right now? I could imagine how painful it must be to cut away your very flesh and bones because your ability was lacking. Any human with something called emotion would feel heartrending pain.
    

    
      “My liege!!”
    

    
      Once the Count disappeared, the knights began to cry tears the size of rabbit pellets. How could they not understand the heart of their liege, who let them go for the sake of their futures? The knights could not follow or reject the final order of their liege.
    

    
      I silently watched them. I wanted to give them the most time possible to organize their feelings.
    

    
      “We cannot follow you! Even if we do not know how you swayed our liege’s heart, our feelings will not change.”
    

    
      The Skyknight at the very front declared that he would not follow the Count’s command with a sorrowful voice.
    

    
      “That’s right! Our lives already belong to our liege! We can never accept a second liege in this life!”
    

    
      “Please, go away! I can no longer bear to look at a person who dirties the honor of a knight!”
    

    
      Unable to find a target, their arrows of their rage turned in tandem to me. I became the enemy scapegoat that forced them to part from their liege, and they even drew mana to threaten me, if it could be called that. 
    

    
      “Huhu...” I pursed my lips and let out a cold, dry laugh. I could understand the knights’ feelings well enough, but they were taking it too far right now. “Laughable bastards.”
    

    
      “W-What did you say!”
    

    
      “How dare a mere baronet—!”
    

    
      “Are you insulting us!”
    

    
      The word ‘bastard’ came flying at the knights, who had been straining to hear my words. Their faces flushed red.
    

    
      “The Count was also excessive in trying to entrust such childish knights to me. How am I supposed to recognize stupid people as knights when it’s impossible to tell whether they are rocks or gold just by looking?”
    

    
      Cla-clang! 
    

    
      “A-are you finished yet?! How dare you insult knights!”
    

    
      “Truly unforgivable! Draw your sword!”
    

    
      At my provocation, the group of knights asked for a duel.
    

    
      “You’ll regret it, though? You guys who could not even properly assist your liege and forced him to return to the empire, do you think that you have the right to hold your swords? Don’t you think you should turn that brave rage you’re directing to me towards monsters or the true enemies? If you had done so beforehand, your liege would not have been reduced to this today... Huhu.”
    

    
      I scoffed as I unreservedly stabbed the hearts of the knights with a figurative dagger.
    

    
      “Skyknight Shailt de Herzian. I wish to formally request a duel.”
    

    
      The knight named Shailt who had spoken with the Count pointed the tip of his sword at me as he requested a duel. His teeth were clenched and his eyes were reddened. It seemed he was really mad.
    

    
      “Alright. I accept the duel. But isn’t it funny? For someone without a wyvern to call himself a Skyknight... tsk tsk, how is that any different from someone without any citizens calling himself a king?”
    

    
      “SHUT YOUR MOUTH!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      The knight’s sword came flying in a straight line for my heart. Skyknights were more outstanding than regular knights. His clean and quick sword was quite something.
    

    
      ‘You’re making me laugh.’
    

    
      However, that was how other people saw it.
    

    
      Cla-clang! 
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      My sword, which was drawn in the blink of an eye, lightly parried the side of the knight’s blade. Shailt spat out a cry as he was pushed back with his sword at the powerful impact.
    

    
      It must be a well-made sword, because it didn’t break and vibrated as the impact traveled down the length of the sword.
    

    
      “How about it? I will accept everyone’s duel, so how about you all just come at me? From the looks of it, you all seem to be cowards whose only lively body part seems to be the mouth...”
    

    
      “UWAHH!”
    

    
      “DIE!”
    

    
      Cla-cla-cla-clang! 
    

    
      A parade of sharp swords sparkled in the sun. And each blade was covered with a blue Aura.
    

    
      ‘Jerks, just know you’re all dead today! You’ve all met your maker!’
    

    
      I also didn’t want people who didn’t want to serve me. But I didn’t want to see the childish whining of people who didn’t seem to fully understand Count Yaix’s anguish as he permitted their futures while bearing his current pain. Frankly speaking, if these guys had been stronger, would there have been any need for them to be reduced to this today?
    

    
      The loser had nothing to say. The world was always a place reigned by the victors. There weren’t many places in the world that would protect the weak.
    

    
      And this continent was even more so.
    

    
      I resolved to beat some sense into these knights with my hot and heavy fist.
    

    
      For the sake of their pathetic souls, which dared to raise swords against me without any fear.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Cla-cla-clang! 
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      “Kyaaaak!”
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      They weren’t even in a state of war, but the sound of swords clashing and screams rang out in Orakk Castle. The soldiers on duty stealing glances from above the castle walls felt a twinge of horror. 
    

    
      A one-sided duel.
    

    
      When Aura emerged from the knights’ blades, the soldiers all thought their opponent would be finished. The soldiers were well aware that the knights would not carelessly draw their swords if it wasn’t a duel with their lives on the line.
    

    
      But the result was completely different from their expectations.
    

    
      The man was flinging 40 or so knights around like hacky sacks. The man named Kyre, who had recently saved the lives of the Count and the soldiers by blocking the surprise attack of the Temir, was mercilessly swinging his sword and feet and sending the knights flying. The moment they were hit, the knights would fly several meters before crashing down. The strength of the blows was evident by the way the mana-wielding knights were unable to rise afterwards.
    

    
      Whoooooosh. 
    

    
      Even in the warm wind blowing along the castle walls, the soldiers shivered. 
    

    
      Right now, there was only one thing in their minds right now.
    

    
      That if you ever looked at that black-haired knight the wrong way, you would become toast.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Large tears dripped from his eyes.
    

    
      He was watching the knights he had raised with his blood, sweat, and love get utterly destroyed. Hiding behind a curtain at the window, Yaix watched while weeping tears.
    

    
      However, he could never, ever come out and interfere. Right now, the moment he appeared in front of the knights, Yaix’s bleak future would spread to the knights as well.
    

    
      ‘Overcome it, my knights... That is my only wish.’
    

    
      The knights were all collapsed on the ground like trees felled by a massive storm.
    

    
      Only one person was calmly standing with his shining Aura Blade.
    

    
      ‘Kyre... I leave them to you. Show them the dream that I could not achieve...’
    

    
      He lived with all his might, but because his ability could not keep up, Yaix was forced to go back in defeat.
    

    
      He entrusted his hopes to Kyre, who was standing proud and tall like a thousand-year-old tree. His hope that Kyre would become a great wall that all of those collapsed knights could hang their expectations on....
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 56: Just Follow My Words Well
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “...Urgh.”
    

    
      “Argh...”
    

    
      In the drill hall, one round of sword fighting had concluded, leaving no one except me standing safe and sound. The knights were clutching their chests or stomachs while crumpled on the ground. Their innards were probably bruised from the mana-charged blows.
    

    
      “You guys were so arrogant with just this level of skill? Puhahahahaha!”
    

    
      I burst out with uninhibited laughter loud enough to shake the drill hall.
    

    
      However, no one bared their teeth at me like before. Still reeling in shock from their utter defeat, the knights were groaning in pain.
    

    
      “Those who want to go, just go. I do not need any idiots who cannot understand the feelings of their liege as he sends them away.”
    

    
      I didn’t have much time, and I didn’t need any idiots by my side.
    

    
      I returned my sword to its sheath, the metal hissing quietly.
    

    
      “Those of you who still have dreams, who want to dream, who long for a dream, only those people should stay... I don’t need anyone who is still holding onto a dead dream.”
    

    
      Even though they knew the current situation, these people were being stupid. That would end today. They had already shown more than enough loyalty towards Yaix with this.
    

    
      Also, I wasn’t asking them to throw away Count Yaix in their hearts. How could they forget their parent’s embrace just because they left the nest? It was just that I needed companions who would dream and live cool lives by my side.
    

    
      “Bebeto!”
    

    
      Guooooooooooo! 
    

    
      Bebeto, who had been absentmindedly watching his master’s round of fist fighting, gave an energetic bellow as he stretched his wings and flew low to the ground.
    

    
      I leapt from the ground and lightly landed on Bebeto’s back.
    

    
      “Let’s go!”
    

    
      Guoooooooooooo! 
    

    
      At my words, Bebeto beat his wings vigorously and ascended into the sky. 
    

    
      Nerman was still extremely unstable.
    

    
      There were an overwhelming number of places that needed my attention.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      I returned from Orakk Castle to the covert. Because we were taking in people who surrendered from Viscount Lukence’s soldiers and combining them with Baroness Janice’s men and organizing them into new squads, the large covert was bustling with the movements of the soldiers.
    

    
      Despite the knights under Baroness Janice being there, because their commanding knights and officers had disappeared in a single moment, Viscount Lukence’s soldiers were unable to gain their bearings. 
    

    
      “HEY! Centurion, can’t you do it right? What kind of centurion can’t even get his own subordinates in line?! Oi! You wanna do it right after getting hit?”
    

    
      Treating the soldiers as if they were mercenaries, Ryker yelled at the knights and top commanding officers as he busily organized the soldiers.
    

    
      “Thanks to Sir Ryker, it seems the reorganization of soldiers will be completed today.”
    

    
      “Have Viscount Lukence’s soldiers stationed at the southern forts all surrendered?”
    

    
      “That is what I have heard. The rumors must have spread, because the wicked knights and soldiers have apparently all fled.”
    

    
      There were ten forts, big and large, on the way to the Havis Kingdom’s borders. We left them alone because they weren't worth fighting, but it seemed the problem had resolved itself.
    

    
      “Nothing else happened?”
    

    
      Derval had probably been just as crazily busy as me. It should be difficult for him, but he didn’t look tired.
    

    
      “We are roughly taking care of the biggest issues, but we don’t have enough hands. It is too much for me and a few knights to handle.” 
    

    
      This continent wasn’t computerized like in the 21st century. Everything had to be done one by one with one’s own head and hands.
    

    
      “Go inquire if there are any people who can handle administration.”
    

    
      “I have already taken measures. That aside, my liege, guests have come calling.”
    

    
      “Guests?”
    

    
      “The branch managers of the merchant groups and magic towers in Nerman have requested to see you. I told them you are absent for the time being and invited them to dinner.”
    

    
      ‘Of course they should come. If they want to do business here comfortably in the future, at least.’
    

    
      Since the master had changed, of course they should come bearing small gifts showing their sincerity(?) and give their greetings. What a beautiful sight that would be.
    

    
      “I wanted to meet them once, so this is good.”
    

    
      “We absolutely need their help. In particular, we must be on good terms with the magic towers in order to restore the wyvern enspelled armors.”
    

    
      ‘The temples and magic towers, these guys are the problem.’
    

    
      No sign of the temples could be found here on Nerman. For the stabilization of the residents, the construction of a temple was an absolute necessity.
    

    
      The magic towers were equally necessary. In order to build my future paradise, the help of the magic towers was keenly required.
    

    
      “My liege... all the important consumables are rapidly dropping. The merchant groups must have realized that the atmosphere here has been weird and have been extra careful this past month, so we are low on various daily necessities. We only have one month’s worth of provisions, salt, clothes, and other goods. And that’s counting all the goods we took from Viscount Lukence’s storehouse.”
    

    
      “Mm... It’s rather severe.”
    

    
      Because of the monsters, this big breadbasket of land hadn’t been developed. Securing food was more important than anything else. 
    

    
      “It would be good to order provisions before it is too late. Please bring it up tonight while the merchant group branch managers are gathered.” 
    

    
      “Derval, but are provisions more expensive here than in other places?”
    

    
      “It is. This will be my first time handling such a large-scale transaction, so I cannot give you an exact price, but even the flour we acquired to feed the mercenaries was about twice as expensive as in the empire. I believe the difficulty of transportation has greatly influenced the price spikes.”
    

    
      ‘There aren’t even a lot of ways to make money, but they’re pushing the prices up this much? Aren’t they just telling us to die already?’
    

    
      This place wasn’t even industrialized like in the 21st century. Farming alone served as the best foundation for the territory and nation’s security.
    

    
      “Got it. Anything else?”
    

    
      “Phew... I’m not sure. As soon as we opened up this can of worms, it has been difficult for me to figure out where to begin.”
    

    
      Even a talent who graduated as the top of his class from the Empire Administration Academy was struggling. Confidence and willingness aside, the load of work was so massive that he couldn’t orient himself.
    

    
      “Derval, if a person loses their fortune, they have lost a bit of their life. If they lose their honor, then they have lost a lot. But if they lose their health, then they have lost more than anything else, so pay particular attention to that aspect!”
    

    
      “I will engrave your words deep in my heart, my liege.”
    

    
      “Good! Then get to work. Things will get busy if we are to receive the soldiers from the commander tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Understood. Then...”
    

    
      Derval disappeared holding a pile of documents. It made me think that I should quickly hire some more administrative personnel.
    

    
      ‘Alright, shall I also get going?’
    

    
      There were many pillars necessary to secure Nerman’s peace.
    

    
      One of the most important of them was military power.
    

    
      And within that military power, the thing that held the top position of importance was wyvern power.
    

    
      I didn’t know how many Skyknights would be left by tomorrow, but I wanted to prepare presents for them. Personally, by my hand, as the person who would become their new master...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Bebeto, this brat, he really makes one wonder what he was in his previous life.’
    

    
      While I was going to the hangar that was being used as a storehouse for important items, I saw Bebeto. He wasn’t even some kind of gangster boss, but he was playing king surrounded by the wyverns we captured from Viscount Lukence and the Temir. And they weren’t even grandly situated on his left and right, but the stronger ones were next to him while the others were lined up in front. They were clucking like hens, exchanging an unintelligible conversation amongst themselves.
    

    
      ‘Are wyverns normally like this?’
    

    
      I had never seen a wyvern group discussion in Kirphone Covert. Wyverns that were attached to their Skyknights didn’t often come into contact with other wyverns. But our smart little Bebeto had enforced order, as if he had formed his own group.
    

    
      ‘Whatever. As long as he doesn’t give me sass, it’s fine.’
    

    
      This much was obvious—if not for Bebeto, the current me wouldn’t exist, either.
    

    
      “They’re seriously broken.”
    

    
      Currently, I am in possession of thirteen wyvern gears in total. The three I acquired on the way to Nerman, eleven from Viscount Lukence, minus the one I had used to bribe Count Pavess, so thirteen in total. However, there were only three that were sound and whole.
    

    
      “Hm... in order to repair mithril gear, I have to make a magic furnace first, huh. Sigh, what a pain in the ass.”
    

    
      A magic furnace was necessary in order to produce magic items anyway. However, the problem was that I was a mage, not a blacksmith. In particular, in order to repair wyvern armor, an artisan capable of working with mithril and a 6th Circle mage were necessary.
    

    
      “If I only needed to make new magic circles and put them in, that would be fine, but the problem is that they’re completely broken.”
    

    
      The mithril armors were destroyed when the heavy wyverns crash landed. The armors, which weren’t just made from steel but mithril alloy, piled up on the ground in severely crushed or broken conditions.
    

    
      “At least the airplates can be used.”
    

    
      There was one airplate that was penetrated by my Blessed Spear, but that was nothing compared to the state of the wyvern armors.
    

    
      “As if those guys would nitpick about getting a Porsche vs. a Polo. They’ll be thankful with whatever they get.”
    

    
      I had wanted to outfit them perfectly with wyvern gear as well, but it seemed I couldn’t do that yet.
    

    
      “This much should be fine for Blessed Spears...”
    

    
      These goods were worth an enormous amount of money if sold.
    

    
      However, I was picking them up as presents.
    

    
      And as I did so, I entertained a very small, humble(?) thought that maybe I should one day gather a mountain of valuables like a dragon’s lair.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I wish to sincerely congratulate you for becoming the new master of Nerman.”
    

    
      “You have achieved something truly astonishing, Baronet Kyre...”
    

    
      The merchants awkwardly stumbled over the word ‘baronet.’
    

    
      ‘Oi oi, you guys are acting like this cause you’re mages, eh?’
    

    
      Invited to dinner were five branch managers from important merchant groups and four mages. From what I heard, there were eleven tower branch managers here, but it seemed quite a few of them had no thoughts of being too chummy with me.
    

    
      And the mages that did come merely dipped their heads stiffly as if they had problems with their spine. They were probably thinking to themselves that I wouldn’t last long.
    

    
      “Haha, you have all troubled yourselves. Come, come, please sit. Let us talk as we eat.”
    

    
      Count Pavess, the one who previously lived in the covert, had made a small banquet hall in the headquarters building, since he was technically a noble. The dining table could easily seat twenty. I sat at the head and invited the guests to sit.
    

    
      “Ahem...”
    

    
      The five merchants sat to my left and four mages wearing spic and shiny white robes were on my right.
    

    
      ‘Looks like that guy’s a 5th Circle mage.’
    

    
      Five golden lines were embroidered on the end of his white robe’s sleeve. The mages took their seats with dissatisfied expressions.
    

    
      “My liege, the meal is ready.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Sir Derval.”
    

    
      I didn’t even have any butlers, so Derval was fulfilling that role as well. Most knights might see that as a disgrace, but Derval was acting like it was no big deal.
    

    
      “I thank you all so very much for coming to see me in these busy times. It must have been hectic these past few days, no?”
    

    
      The noble speech mannerisms still felt so unnatural to me, but I swallowed my discomfort and opened the conversation.
    

    
      “No no, it was not hectic at all.”
    

    
      “Indeed. I am simply grateful that Nerman’s peace has been secured so quickly.”
    

    
      After Branch Manager Lenkis from the Rubis Merchants (who had entrusted his future to me) said flattering words, the other merchant branch managers followed up with a sentence each.
    

    
      ‘Look at these guys.’
    

    
      But the mages refused to say a single word all the way until now. I had no idea if they were just being haughty because a 4th Circle mage could receive a baron title in most kingdoms, or if they wanted to intentionally provoke me.
    

    
      Whatever the reason was, it was irritating.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Alright then, try your cute tricks.’
    

    
      This was still a meeting of Nerman leaders in name, but the mages were ruining the mood.
    

    
      At the news that guests were coming, the chefs in charge of the meals for the mercenaries and soldiers came together and did their best to prepare a meal. The handful of maids employed to clean and do laundry in the covert headquarters brought out the food, laying down the plates in front of us.
    

    
      ‘Oho, it’s quite impressive today.’
    

    
      Even in this time of scarcity, they had prepared chicken soup, smoked pork barbeque, steamed and roasted fish, and warm bread with honey. On top of that, there was even red grape wine in glasses. It was a real feast that I hadn’t yet experienced because of the crazy times.
    

    
      ‘These fuckers...’
    

    
      However, unlike the merchants, who wore grateful expressions, the mages were scowling. They were people with overflowing pockets, so it seemed this much wasn’t up to their stands.
    

    
      “Let us have a drink.”
    

    
      I didn’t know too much about noble house manners, but in the movies, you were supposed to say a word with a toast in times like this.
    

    
      “Um... Esteemed mages, saying something would be...”
    

    
      Stealing glances at the mages, Branch Manager Lenkis asked them to offer polite congratulations.
    

    
      “I’m Gauss’ Nerman Branch Manager, Oltois.” The 5th Circle mage sitting arrogantly with one elbow on the table finally opened his mouth. “First, I want to applaud Baronet Kyre for becoming Nerman’s temporary master.”
    

    
      ‘Temporary master? Want to applaud?’
    

    
      Oltois’ words were so rude that they kept irritating my ears. I could feel the smile disappearing from my face and my expression growing hard.
    

    
      “Actually, the reason I came today is to hear a definite answer, if you will.”
    

    
      The mage continued to use a manner of speech that indicated that we were equals. As a 5th Circle mage from a major magic tower, he was someone who would rank high among the nobles in the empire.
    

    
      However, this was no way to be polite. Even if he was someone who received such high regard, it was no fun if he was like this in front of me.
    

    
      “A definite answer? Huhu. What kind of answer do you mean?”
    

    
      At my ice-cold query, Oltois’ eyebrows flinched.
    

    
      “It is my hope that you will repay the debt accrued by Viscount Lukence from the costs of various goods, including an unpaid magic crystal, which totals to 350,000 Gold.”
    

    
      “Orsek Magic Tower also demands that you pay a debt of 150,000 Gold.”
    

    
      “There is a debt of 177,000 Gold with Forseus Magic Tower.”
    

    
      “The debt is 75,500 Gold with our Artiforce Magic Tower.”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Oh dear...”
    

    
      At the mages’ sudden remarks, the merchants made sounds of surprise.
    

    
      ‘Would you look at these bastards.’
    

    
      There was no way to confirm exactly how much debt Viscount Lukence had racked up in the past. However, how in the world did that have anything to do with me?
    

    
      “Apologies, but I must briefly say my piece.” Just then, Derval, who was listening from the side, came forward. “According to imperial law, when a territory or wealth is acquired through personal confrontations of noble houses, one is exempt from the other noble’s debts. But to persist like this is—”
    

    
      “Shut up! How dare a mere butler speak up!”
    

    
      “Hmph, to entertain guests with food even dogs wouldn’t eat. Viscount Lukence never treated us this poorly.”
    

    
      Oltois roared at Derval. Afterwards, another mage followed up with an acerbic remark, as if he had been waiting for a chance to vent his displeasure.
    

    
      “Haha, hahahahahaha!”
    

    
      I let out a lungful of invigorating laughter.
    

    
      These guys were well versed in information regarding Nerman. They were definitely trying to scalp a fortune from me, knowing I could not afford to offend the magic towers. 
    

    
      To such people, there was only one response I could give.
    

    
      “Fuck off.”
    

    
      Two icy words rang out in the banquet hall.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      “W-What did you say just now!”
    

    
      “Y-Youuuu! For a mere baronet to dare to be so impertinent! Are you looking down on our Gauss Magic Tower?!”
    

    
      He must have not expected those words at all, because Oltois’ face went bright red as he screamed and shook his finger at me.
    

    
      I felt him activating his mana circle with a whirr.
    

    
      However, I wasn’t one to be cowed.
    

    
      “Do you want to leave after getting hit, or just leave nicely?”
    

    
      

    

    
      “If you are truly looking down on the magic tower, then right now, I shall take it upon myself to give you a hot taste of—”
    

    
      Woosh. Bam! 
    

    
      “Guh...”
    

    
      Oltois, who was busy raising his mana staff and putting on a show, took a pig leg thrown with all my might to his belly and made an unseemly sound as he tumbled backwards.
    

    
      “W-What in the world are you doing!” shouted one mage, alarmed by the sudden escalation to violence.
    

    
      “What? You wanna get hit too?”
    

    
      I took another bite of pork as I waved a leg still plump with meat.
    

    
      "....."'
    

    
      The mage speechlessly opened and closed his mouth like a hungry chick.
    

    
      This was probably way beyond his imagination. For there to be someone who dared to resort to violence even after hearing the name of a major magic tower of the continent... Even an emperor wouldn’t be able to do this.
    

    
      “I am a noble of the Great Bajran Empire. Anyone who imposes a debt that has no basis in imperial law on me will be punished with the crime of scorning His Imperial Majesty the Emperor and the imperial law! Derval, arrest this crazy old mage with mana bracelets. He will be strictly punished for the crime of looking down on a noble of the empire!”
    

    
      “As you command! Knights, tie up this man at once!” shouted Derval towards the door.
    

    
      The two knights outside on standby opened the door and put mana bracelets on Oltois. These mana bracelets were used to subdue knights that could use mana and mages. We had found hundreds of them in Viscount Lukence’s castle.
    

    
      “T-These actions will... be formally reported to the magic tower... sir. Everything that happens afterwards will be the responsibility of the respected… baronet.”
    

    
      One of the mages used honorifics with difficulty as he continued to refuse to let go of his pride.
    

    
      “Do as you please.”
    

    
      A short sentence came out in response.
    

    
      “...eek.”
    

    
      “L-Let us go.”
    

    
      After I subdued Oltois, a mage of a higher grade than themselves, in the blink of an eye, the mages perceived that the odds were against them and hastily retreated from the banquet hall.
    

    
      “I’m busy here, so I cannot accompany you to the door. Hahaha!” I jeered to my heart’s content at the mages’ backs. “Come, come, let us eat. The crazy people have left, so shouldn’t we eat our fill?”
    

    
      “T-Thank you for the meal.”
    

    
      “The meat is very tender and delicious.”
    

    
      The merchants were sitting there dazed out of their wits. One of them even said the meat was tasty while they were chewing bread.
    

    
      ‘Heh, don’t be so surprised by just this much, you’ll see this over and over again in the future.’
    

    
      I never wanted to yield to authority or force.
    

    
      I, Kang Hyuk, no Baronet Kyre, am a man who lives with pride.
    

    
      And I would make my own legend.
    

    
      A legend of the most fearless noble on the continent!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Is Executive Jamir doing well?”
    

    
      “Yes, he’s doing very well. I spoke to him about you, Lord Kyre, and he sent a response that he would come calling soon.”
    

    
      “Haha, is that so? I also wanted to see him, so that’s good.”
    

    
      After the hectic meal ended, the merchant branch managers left behind small gifts and disappeared. However, I called Lenkis, who was already acquainted with me, for a separate conversation.
    

    
      “Um... This goes beyond my station, but... Will it be okay?” Branch Manager Lenkis looked at me with a careful expression.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. If I was someone who would get scared by something like that, I wouldn’t have even come here.”
    

    
      “Phew... I feel like I can finally understand a little better why Executive Jamir said to give you my full cooperation.”
    

    
      ‘Jamir said that? He’s got good eyes, I’m telling ya.’
    

    
      “In addition, he said it’s dangerous so I should be even more careful.”
    

    
      ‘Damn...’
    

    
      I smiled bitterly at Lenkis’ follow-up.
    

    
      “The reason why I quietly called you here is for no reason other than that I have some requests and trades to make.”
    

    
      “What requests...”
    

    
      Any merchant with half a brain could figure out that Nerman was in need of various kinds of goods. So when I said ‘request’ instead of ‘trade,’ Branch Master Lenkis turned grave.
    

    
      “Haha, don’t be so scared. They are very easy matters.”
    

    
      From what I heard, big merchant groups possessed independent communication chains that didn’t lose out in speed to the military communication line. That’s why they could operate safely on the continent.
    

    
      “Release a certain rumor. And send a letter to a certain person in Dapis Kingdom, and if they wish it, bring them here. I will pay any and all fees, so bring them with the utmost security and speed.”
    

    
      “Mm... A rumor, you say...”
    

    
      Branch Manager Lenkis’ eyes gleamed. Once he knew it was easier than he thought, he assumed a cooperative posture.
    

    
      “Spread this rumor on the continent. As Nerman stabilizes, it will accept many new residents, and those residents will be given land without any conditions and that the taxes will not exceed 30%. Also, that we are not just recruiting aspiring Skyknights or mercenaries, but artisans like artists and blacksmiths on a large scale, and that their wages will be three times the usual.”
    

    
      “T-Three times??”
    

    
      Branch Master Lenkis was shocked silly by my generous offer. He was someone who was well informed about Nerman, so he was doubting whether I could really afford that.
    

    
      “Don’t worry about the money. If there’s not enough, I can just sell a wyvern.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Lenkis was rendered speechless by my indifferent admittance that I would just sell a wyvern, no problem.
    

    
      “And you must send this letter to that person alone without anyone knowing. Deliver it very, very quickly, as quickly as possible.”
    

    
      I repeated myself multiple times as I handed over a letter sealed in an envelope treated with a preservation spell.
    

    
      “Understood. I will relay the letter without any mistakes.”
    

    
      “Hahaha. Thank you.”
    

    
      “That’s that... I heard that the situation with the provisions is not good. If that is the case, making an order today at the latest would be...”
    

    
      Branch Manager Lenkis could not hide his merchant’s blood. He gave me an inviting smile as he brought up a trade.
    

    
      “Please acquire provisions, clothing, salt, and various kinds of arms, including war horses. Do not worry about money and gather as much as possible.”
    

    
      “Please do not worry! I will acquire the maximum amount,” said Lenkis, beaming at my words.
    

    
      ‘Just listen to my words well and I’ll guarantee your success.’
    

    
      A beautiful world of give and take.
    

    
      That was the ideal utopia I dreamed of.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 57: There’s No Such Thing as Free
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “What of the migration of the monsters?”
    

    
      “They have not yet begun moving south.”
    

    
      “Be certain to not let your guard down.”
    

    
      “I will bear that in mind, sir.”
    

    
      It was now late at night. Though I was tired because of the continuous patrols, I called for a meeting.
    

    
      “Sir Ryker, is the organization of soldiers complete?”
    

    
      “Of course, haha. Who am I? Two infantry battalions have been made with the most decent soldiers, including 500 mounted units, and two battalions have been made for the reserve troops. At the same time, I took volunteers from the mercenaries and turned them into a detached force.”
    

    
      “You did well. From tomorrow onwards, we will formally come to possess 20,000 soldiers, including the defense force stationed at Denfors, so just be aware of that.” 
    

    
      “Huhu. 20,000 soldiers... A force of that size makes it greater than that of a duke.”
    

    
      Ryker, who was somehow quite knowledgeable, made a cunning smile. Well, a woman might see that smile as charming, but I could only see it as almost perverted.
    

    
      “My liege, how do you wish to proceed regarding the mage? He is, at least in name, part of a magic tower that controls the continent...”
    

    
      Once the conversation was at its end, Derval asked with a worried expression how we should deal with the rude mage.
    

    
      “Lock him up. If I don’t stamp down his high and mighty nose this time, he’ll continue to make things annoying in the future.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Derval didn’t ask twice.
    

    
      ‘You dare covet the wealth I acquired with my blood, sweat, and tears? You’re dead meat!’
    

    
      If I were an archmage like my teacher, Bumdalf, I would want to fly over with Warp and let loose Hellfire. Whoever fearlessly tried to persecute me would only receive a Gundam Shining Finger.
    

    
      “Ryker, do you know if there is an Information Guild in Nerman as well?”
    

    
      “Information Guild? Of course. Those guys are vicious bastards who have even planted guild members among the Temir.”
    

    
      “Really? Then you must know where the Information Guildmaster must be?”
    

    
      “Naturally. We are friends who drink alcohol together as we enjoy life.”
    

    
      ‘Enjoy life, my ass.’
    

    
      It was obvious that their friendship was a rotten one where they spent a fiery night together in that place which stimulated my imagination and only made me have empty dreams.
    

    
      “Go lock him up.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Right now.”
    

    
      “B-But...”
    

    
      “It seems you haven’t read over the contract well; if you defy a command, your month’s wages are revoked.”
    

    
      “*Salute* I will go lock him up right away!”
    

    
      As soon as money came up, Ryker turned serious and let out a salute. He then scrambled out the door with utmost haste.
    

    
      “Everyone, go rest. There will be much to do tomorrow as well.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Even if there were 48 hours in a day rather than just 24, it wouldn’t be enough right now. I felt gratitude towards these knights, who believed in a mere kid like me as their liege and toughed it out.
    

    
      ‘In a time like this, it would be perfect to lounge in a pension with a sea view and eat grilled pork belly...’
    

    
      I had tagged along on my parents’ vacations a few times and reminisced now on the magnificent views of the east and west coasts and the breaks spent in beautiful pensions.
    

    
      ‘I have to make a summer house for sure! In the most cool and beautiful place in the world!’
    

    
      Yet another humble dream was planted in my heart. 
    

    
      Nothing big, just a 7-star hotel and one small lake-sized swimming pool and a palatial villa on, oh, just 300k sq. meters of land. 
    

    
      Here, your imaginations could come to life.
    

    
      That was possible on the Kallian Continent, a land of opportunity.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Attention!”
    

    
      A historical military ceremony was unfolding before my eyes. Gichangs (spears with flags attached to the poles) gleamed dazzlingly under the sun, standing proudly in a wide field outside Orakk Castle. 5,000 imperial mainland soldiers departing for a long journey and 10,000 Nerman soldiers bidding them farewell assumed ‘At Attention’ positions.
    

    
      “Salute to the Commander!”
    

    
      “All hail!”
    

    
      The soldiers shouted their salute as they raised their right arms in the air and laid their left hands on their chests with disciplined movements.
    

    
      It was the frickin’ bomb. Just like how I felt when I saw the Knight Academy entrance ceremony in the past, I felt a surge of emotion in my chest.
    

    
      ‘That’s so fucking cool!’
    

    
      The armor, swords, and spears were old, but well polished. The soldiers radiated a frosty air as they saluted their commander all these years, Yaix, with the hearts of men. 
    

    
      “You have all worked hard. Those of you who are leaving and those of you who are staying, you will all be eternal comrades in my heart. Thank you... my soldiers.”
    

    
      Great speeches were short, as a rule. At the word ‘comrade,’ the expressions of the soldiers twisted in pain. How could they ever forget the leader who had always charged at the monsters or enemies by their sides?
    

    
      “To the soldiers staying in Nerman, you will now serve a new leader. As all of you have probably seen and heard, this man standing next to me, Sir Kyre, is a braver knight than any I know. By all means, follow Sir Kyre and realize the dreams in your hearts!”
    

    
      Full of mana, Count Yaix’s words resonated loudly along the castle walls. Every soldier’s line of sight naturally moved to me.
    

    
      ‘Ahem ahem!’
    

    
      Currently, I was standing tall and proud with the crimson Bajran Empire Skyknight cloak, a gleaming silver airplate, and a black scarf fluttering slightly in the wind around my neck. I felt so cool that even Yon-sama wouldn’t be my opponent.
    

    
      
        [TN: Yon-sama refers to Bae Yong-joon, the main lead in the drama Winter Sonata, which was extremely well received overseas.] 
      
    

    
      “Say a word to your soldiers, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘Geh, lord?’
    

    
      I was inwardly surprised by Yaix suddenly calling me a lord. In order to become a lord, one had to have a baron title at the least, as well as the permission of the Emperor. Despite that, Count Yaix was giving me a warm smile as he called me a lord.
    

    
      “Thank you, Commander.” I gave Yaix a short nod and turned to the soldiers, whose gazes were all concentrated on me. “I will keep it short. There is only one thing I will say to you all! Follow me! The result of that will be... shown by the gods!”
    

    
      Heavy with mana, my baritone voice rang out and delivered a truly short few words. However, my whole spirit was imbued in them.
    

    
      How could I, a mere human, judge myself? If there was anyone to judge my actions, it would only be God.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      ‘Did they get too emotional?’
    

    
      Even though they were words given by the person who would be their new leader, the soldiers were just staring blankly at me in utter silence.
    

    
      Clap clap clap clap clap. 
    

    
      Just then, I heard Count Yaix’s energetic clapping from next to me.
    

    
      “WOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”
    

    
      With his clapping as a starting point, the powerful yells of the Nerman soldiers came bursting out on the field.
    

    
      They were probably happy. The soldiers could now lay their uncertain futures on me. If I were them, I would also want to scream my head off.
    

    
      ‘Just listen to me well. I will give you the best treatment on the continent!’
    

    
      I didn’t live my life with lies. I always lived while taking responsibility for my words.
    

    
      And I would return the faith of thousands, tens of thousands, no, hundreds of thousands of residents.
    

    
      How? They would get the benefit of being great subjects allowed to live in my paradise!
      

    

    
      Count Yaix left.
    

    
      Leaving Orakk Castle behind him, he led 5,000 soldiers on his wyvern and departed on the road towards the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      Of course, I did not send him empty-handed. He had left behind all of the military items, money, and even the wyvern armors and airplates that could not be acquired. I sent him on his way with some of the items I got from the pirates—five Grade 4 magic crystals and one Grade 3 magic crystal, as well as 10 demon beast hides that he would use as bribes for the nobles.
    

    
      However, that was nothing compared to what he gave me. I would repay him in full later, with interest.
    

    
      After Yaix’s departure, what was left were Orakk Castle’s 10,000 soldiers and the 10,000 soliders in various Nerman forts, including Denfors, as well as 40 knights who were dazedly watching their liege depart.
    

    
      I thought at least ten of them would go with Yaix, but not a single one left. The Nerman soldiers who participated in the farewell ceremony and the soldiers on the castle wall were all looking at me and the knights.
    

    
      A rather long silence stretched out.
    

    
      However, not a single person opened their mouths.
    

    
      “What fine weather.”
    

    
      Spring had passed and the season was steadily changing to summer. Perhaps as a result of the huge mountains stretching out on both sides blocking the wind, the gently blowing breeze warmed under the sun’s rays and gave me a good feeling.
    

    
      As I stood with my hands behind my back and looked up into the sky, many gazes converged on me. It was now time to settle things.
    

    
      “What kind of dream will you give us?” asked the middle-aged knight named Shailt de Herzian as he stared at me with a burning gaze.
    

    
      “I will give you the right to die.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The knights watched my mouth intently with their red eyes.
    

    
      “For Skyknights, the right to die in the sky, for the knights on horseback, the right to die bravely with the enemies in battle. For my sake, and for the lives of all of the Nerman’s residents!”
    

    
      ‘Kya, it’s just too cool.’
    

    
      It didn’t suit the solemn mood, but whatever. These words, which sounded cool even to my ears, were cool, alright?
    

    
      A short moment of silence ensued. Then...
    

    
      Clunk! 
    

    
      “I, Shailt de Herzian, wish to give my heartfelt thanks to the Overseer of Fate, Romero, for granting me the opportunity to meet my liege. Until the day my life comes to an end, I will become my liege’s honor!”
    

    
      Clunk! Clunk! 
    

    
      After Shailt, the other knights fell to one knee as well.
    

    
      “I, Barmens de Zilvain, will forever walk by my liege’s side as I give prayers to the Goddess of Victory and become my liege’s sword until the day this sword of mine breaks!”
    

    
      “I, Atislaine de Aesfort...”
    

    
      “I, Hæbison...”
    

    
      “I, Terizan...”
    

    
      The knights’ passionate vows continued.
    

    
      My whole body shivered.
    

    
      These knights were giving off an entirely different vibe compared to when Baroness Janice and her Skyknights gave me their vows of loyalty.
    

    
      It was hot.
    

    
      These were vows of loyalty from knights whose words came from the passionate hearts of those who had lost everything. 
    

    
      And so, the ceremony came to an end after 40 knights called out their names and the names of gods.
    

    
      “Thank you... Now you are all my swords and shields.”
    

    
      ‘Shit, I’m about to cry.’
    

    
      This feeling of not having leveled up but getting high-level equipment... 
    

    
      I hardened my resolve to do my best to live well with these people.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      KIAAAAAAAAAAA! 
    

    
      KIOOOOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      “W-Wyverns!”
    

    
      “Temir wyverns have appeared!”
    

    
      
        Clang! Clang! Clang!
      
    

    
      Wyverns blanketing the sky roared thunderously as soldiers cried out in alarm.
    

    
      ‘Right on time.’
    

    
      Unlike the soldiers, I was the picture of calm.
    

    
      Among the roars was Bebeto’s familiar voice. After dropping me off, he had waited in preparation in a place far from sight with the other wyverns and was coming here right on time.
    

    
      “Ah! Th-that is—!”
    

    
      “A golden-striped wyvern!”
    

    
      “It’s the Lord’s wyvern!”
    

    
      The soldiers recognized Bebeto, who had saved their lives, as my wyvern.
    

    
      I blew a shrill, mana-charged whistle.
    

    
      Guoooooo! 
    

    
      Hearing my whistle, Bebeto circled once in the sky before landing on the ground with flaps of his enormous wings.
    

    
      The grey wyverns I took from Viscount Lukence and the Temir wyverns followed suit, positioning themselves behind him.
    

    
      As ten wyverns landed all at once, a huge cloud of dust was kicked up.
    

    
      However, not a single person moved.
    

    
      And shortly afterwards, the dust settled, revealing a magnificent scene.
    

    
      The sight of the enormous wyverns with saddles on their backs overwhelmed everyone watching.
    

    
      “Skyknights, go to the wyvern you like.”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “M-my liege...”
    

    
      Shocked cries came from the Skyknights.
    

    
      “This is a gift I owe you. My knights, our dreams begin from this moment forth!”
    

    
      “Hng...”
    

    
      “Sob...”
    

    
      Skyknights who had lost their wyverns were once again granted the ability to fly.
    

    
      Skyknights would never forget the taste of the blue sky, even into death.
    

    
      The Skyknights gave muffled sobs. And turned their red eyes towards me.
    

    
      The last of their doubts disappeared, replaced by a vow of bitter tears.
    

    
      They were now truly my knights.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Swoooooooosh. 
    

    
      Bebeto’s wings cut through the skies of the northern plains.
    

    
      ‘So this is how it feels to fly in a formation.’
    

    
      Ten wyverns were following behind me. Having received strict education from Bebeto, the wyverns took the Skyknights as their new masters without complaint. And so, a formation made of eleven wyverns was created.
    

    
      ‘It’s seriously like a flock of geese.’
    

    
      Wyvern or geese, they weren’t all that different in flight. The leader took the front and the other wyverns winged out in a V-formation behind. 
    

    
      The feeling of flying under the gently drifting clouds was more addicting than eating wagyu steaks grilled to perfection.
    

    
      ‘This place is covered with mountains.’
    

    
      Unlike the South, which was almost entirely made up of plains, the northern region was shingled with mountains about a thousand meters high in altitude and mountains a little smaller than that.
    

    
      ‘It’s about a 1 hour and 30 minute flight from Orakk Castle...’
    

    
      Our current location was pretty far away even from the furthest-out village in the North, Haiton Fort.
    

    
      ‘In the end, I guess I’ll have to make a large-scale defensive fort at Haiton.’
    

    
      We came out here partly because I wanted to give the Skyknights their first taste of the sky in a while, but also because I wanted to scout the terrain.
    

    
      Nerman has pretty much become my land now. Like all landowners believe, the bigger your land was the better, and I never wanted to forgive anyone who invaded my land.
    

    
      ‘So over these hills are the Temir, huh.’
    

    
      One massive peak marked the informal line between Nerman and the Temir. The mountain, still topped by snow from the winter, looked to be almost 3,000 meters high.
    

    
      ‘The problem is that it’ll take people as well as money to build a large fort... And I don’t have much time.’
    

    
      The news that I had become Nerman’s owner would reach the Temir as well. I had somehow negotiated matters with the pirates, but my enemies were all around, including the monsters, the Laviter Empire, and even the Havis Kingdom, which I had not yet conducted formal diplomacy with. In order to preserve my life among all those enemies, building up my forces and strong fortifications as soon as possible was the best method.
    

    
      ‘With ten Skyknights, the Temir won’t be able to attack easily.’
    

    
      After clashing with me, the Temir tribes didn’t appear again even once. They would probably get an even bigger shock once their wyverns appeared in front of them as enemies.
    

    
      ‘Is it possible to make a fort up to my standards with the current construction techniques here?’
    

    
      Whenever I had time, I would examine Nerman’s terrain from the air. Compared to the view from the ground, one could see the lay of the land more precisely from above.
    

    
      My mind was busy drawing out Nerman’s important forts.
    

    
      I would have to discuss it further with the knights, but my heart was impatient.
    

    
      Squeaaaal! 
    

    
      Gwak, gwaak! 
    

    
      ‘Oh, yes!’
    

    
      The monster life was much more bountiful here than in other places. Upon seeing the wyverns, one familiar-looking ogre swarm waggled their large rumps as they fled.
    

    
      Guooooooooooo! 
    

    
      Bebeto, who was always primed to earn money, let out a vigorous roar as he began to plummet towards the ogres.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. If these ten wyverns just get one per day...’
    

    
      Each ogre would go for 500 Gold a pop. If each wyvern caught one during their patrols, it would be 5,000 Gold. All sorts of money could be extracted using these Skyknights alone.
    

    
      Swooooooooosh. 
    

    
      The other Skyknights, who were following me in a descent to the ground, had no idea.
    

    
      They wouldn’t be able to understand the meaning of the satisfied smile on my lips.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I shall temporarily entrust the northern army to Sir Shailt.”
    

    
      “Your wish is my command!”
    

    
      I gave temporary leadership of the army to Shailt, the person among the Skyknights who was seen as the most skilled and recognized as a leader. Unlike Janice and Ryker, the knights gathered here in the meeting room were much better informed about the northern front lines. I could feel their eager loyalty.
    

    
      “I heard that the imperial troops that left for the empire with Count Yaix were strong. Will there be no problems even if those soldiers are gone?”
    

    
      “You need not worry, sir! It is true that the imperial soldiers are strong, but the native Nerman soldiers have also received systematic training and have honed their swords in previous battles! As long as you leave it to them, they can definitely defend the territory from the monsters and enemies alike.”
    

    
      We were in a meeting hall where a joint meeting with dozens of knights in Orakk Castle could be conducted. One young knight taking up a spot in the meeting room told me to not worry with a confident voice.
    

    
      “Your name is Sir Fairmont, correct?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege!”
    

    
      Seeing as I remembered his name even though he had said it only once during his vow of loyalty, the knight in his mid-twenties looked at me with a flushed face and ardent eyes. He was sitting at the very end, so it seemed it hadn’t been long since he was appointed as a knight.
    

    
      As long as you were a formal land-owning noble with at least a baron title, you could appoint your own territory knights. They fell short of formal knights who graduated from imperial or kingdom knight academies, but in the territory, they ranked right underneath nobles.
    

    
      “I believe in you. No, in all the knights here.”
    

    
      I couldn’t scold and nitpick from the very first day like a narrow-minded person. It was my style to encourage people thoroughly when it was time to do so.
    

    
      “That aside, is there anything else I should know?”
    

    
      “That is...”
    

    
      At my query, the knights’ faces reddened.
    

    
      ‘Alright, alright, I understand.’
    

    
      Food stocks were low everywhere in Nerman. Moreover, thanks to the empire cutting off all aid, there were probably more than just a few things they were running low on.
    

    
      “Tell the soldiers that they will have 2 Gold per month as wages, and that they will be distributed plenty of military items, including provisions.”
    

    
      “Ah! T-Two Gold??”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The knights were shocked by the amount I stated. They weren’t even elite soldiers dispatched from the empire, but native Nerman soldiers—at best, they would receive 5 Silvers a month, which was barely enough to fill their bellies. However, I raised their wages by a whopping four times. Of course the knights would be surprised.
    

    
      “Also, the Skyknights will receive 2,000 Gold a month, the regular knights will receive between 200 to 1,000 Gold depending on their rank, the lieutenants 500 Gold, the centurions 100 Gold, and the captains 10 Gold each.”
    

    
      “Ho...”
    

    
      If you spend, spend all the way, and when you trample, trample until they die. Actually, the wage I offered was small potatoes compared to what the Skyknights belonging to the Imperial Family earned, but to the people here right now, it was an enormous sum.
    

    
      “Ah! Also, if you have family members in the Bajran Empire who wish to settle here, I will pay all the fees and provide houses. If you want farmland, I will give you an adequate amount.”
    

    
      “M-My liege!”
    

    
      “Thank you! I will repay this favor with my loyalty!”
    

    
      The knights were really going through a whirlwind of emotions today. They bowed to me once again.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, don’t worry. I will definitely profit as much as I invest.’
    

    
      Of course, this wasn’t free.
    

    
      They would have to catch a monster of at least ogre grade every day while on patrols.
    

    
      I was someone who could clearly draw the line between personal matters and business.
    

    
      In this world, there was no such thing as free!
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      “I will develop elite troops.”
    

    
      “By elite troops, you mean...?”
    

    
      “I want to form a cavalry with people who can use mana, where everyone above or at captain level can use Aura Blade.”
    

    
      “!! T-That is...”
    

    
      Today was a ridiculously busy day. Thanks to the knights being there, I was able to take command of the soldiers with ease and return to the covert. Then, during our evening meeting, I revealed my future plans.
    

    
      “If we do not quickly gain military and economic independence, the enemies all around us will not just sit back. Before that happens, we must quickly increase our power.”
    

    
      They were basic components, but things we absolutely needed right now. Derval, Ryker, and the Skyknights, including Janice, nodded.
    

    
      ‘There’s no end to the work.’
    

    
      Even two of me wouldn’t be enough. I had to be constantly on the move; I wasn’t even Superman but I had to fly around on Bebeto to the point of getting airsick.
    

    
      ‘I should just grasp 7th Circle magic already.’
    

    
      I wanted to become a 7th Circle mage that could install a Warp movement magic circle. But despite my feelings, the enlightenment that could break the circle wall had not yet come calling.
    

    
      “Politics, economy, military, culture, art, the environment! Nerman will become the center of everything. I hope you will keep that in mind and do your best!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The dream I longed for would soon become their dream, too. Until the day my paradise came to fruition, we would run forward at breakneck speeds.
    

    
      “Derval, have you started recruiting administration academy graduates?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege. I utilized the Rubis Merchants’ high-speed communication device and sent the news to the few friends I have left in the empire. They will contact me back soon.”
    

    
      “Ryker, did you catch the Information Guildmaster?”
    

    
      “Of course, I have escorted him nicely to the jail.”
    

    
      “You did well. Also, you should pick out the soldiers who have a talent for mana from tomorrow onwards. And win over the mage mercenaries and turn them into formal soldiers.”
    

    
      “Please do not worry! As long as you give me an ample bonus, I will even bring you an archmage.” 
    

    
      Even after receiving a knight title, Ryker couldn’t fix his mercenary habits. He would probably live his whole life like that. Alternating between thoughts of women, money, women, money until the day his bones turned to dust.
    

    
      “Knight Janice, is there anyone in Nerman who has been a miner in the past?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “If possible, it would be great if they were skilled miners with thorough knowledge on various types of minerals.”
    

    
      “There is. There is a place nearby where people who used to be miners in the past have created a village.”
    

    
      “Then call them for a private audience. It is a very important matter, so bring them with care.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      ‘There’s more than just one or two things to command.’
    

    
      This wasn’t even a construction sim, but a real-life territory management scenario that couldn’t be restarted if I made a mistake. I had to bring all the knowledge I possessed as well as the knowledge I didn’t possess to the table.
    

    
      “Sir Derval stays, everyone else is dismissed.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      “Haaah, how can you work us to the bone like this every day without any breaks. Won’t even give advance pay...” Ryker grumbled as he left.
    

    
      Janice was watching him from the side with a slight smile. It seemed she had more or less adjusted.
    

    
      “My liege, I am worried that this is too hard on you.”
    

    
      Once the knights left, Derval examined my face as he worried.
    

    
      “Don’t worry about me and take care of your own body. If you so much as catch a cold, I’ll chase you right out.”
    

    
      Derval just chuckled at my words.
    

    
      “Territory management is harder than I thought...”
    

    
      “My liege, you are doing very well. I am sincerely thanking the gods while looking at my liege who has more administrative knowledge and insight than myself. The gods who have given me the opportunity to serve a master like you.”
    

    
      ‘Just try living in Korea, this is just the basics.’
    

    
      Among the world’s advanced countries, Korea was number one when it came to role learning. Even if you just crammed and had no practical knowledge, you would gather all sorts of knowledge related to territory management.
    

    
      “How are the residents?”
    

    
      “Everyone is content. Viscount Lukence was so oppressive that your actions have become the hope of the residents here.”
    

    
      “See to it that they have the most comfort possible. And if there is anyone harboring evil thoughts about the residents, punish them severely. Nerman, as well as you and me, are only here because of the residents.”  
    

    
      “I will engrave your words deep within my heart, my liege.”
    

    
      Derval was treating me like some kind of sage. Even now, his eyes were shining brightly with the words ‘I respect you.’
    

    
      “But it’s rather fun, isn’t it. This is just the beginning, but I’m not at all afraid.”
    

    
      “That is only possible because it is you, my liege. Your plans to turn this place into a land fit for people when even the Bajran Empire gave up on it, it is only possible because it is you, my liege.”
    

    
      “Haha, as long as Sir Derval is here, I have such strength to go on, isn’t it fascinating?”
    

    
      “I am extremely happy to hear you say that, my liege.”
    

    
      If I had a close relative here, I would want to introduce her to Derval. To be honest, if Derval hadn’t been here, I wouldn’t have tried to turn this place into my territory.
    

    
      “You go on as well. But bring the branch manager of the Information Guild to me.”
    

    
      “Then, please have a good rest.”
    

    
      Derval bowed politely as he left.
    

    
      ‘It’s already so late.’
    

    
      A festival of stars was already well underway in the sky I could see through the office window.
    

    
      All other things aside, at least the natural environment was bomb.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I’ll keep things short. I want unconditional cooperation.”
    

    
      “W-What do you mean...”
    

    
      After spending one night in jail, the Nerman branch manager of the Information Guild was completely terrified. He was a chubby man in his mid-thirties, an appearance that was at odds with his profession as the Information Guild branch manager.
    

    
      “Your name is...?”
    

    
      “It is Smearns, my lord!”
    

    
      At least he was perceptive.
    

    
      “The information I want should be brought at the fastest speed possible. But the information about me and Nerman going to other places should be the slowest and most inaccurate possible. Easy, right?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Smearns blinked his beady eyes at my explanation.
    

    
      “That is impossible.”
    

    
      With a composure that had been absent when he came into my office, Smearns calmly stated that my request was impossible.
    

    
      “I wish to ask why.”
    

    
      “If we do as you described, then there would be no reason for our Information Guild to exist. There is one and only one reason why our Information Guild could outstrip the information gathering ability of every empire and kingdom in the long, long history of this continent, and that is our quick and accurate information trade. Even if you were to kill me right now, other information guild members would sell everything to someone wanting the information.”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, it’s that level, huh.’
    

    
      I wasn’t too surprised by the Information Guild branch manager’s determined response. There must have been more than one or two people like me in history.
    

    
      “Haha. Got it. If that’s what you say, then that’s that.”
    

    
      ".....??"
    

    
      At my sudden burst of hearty laughter, the branch manager looked bewildered.
    

    
      “Then let me make a different request.”
    

    
      “By request, you mean...”
    

    
      “Deliver the information I want faster than anyone else in the world. That is the request I want to make.”
    

    
      “Please do not worry! As long as the price is right, we can even find out the color of the underwear the Imperial Princess likes to wear.”
    

    
      ‘My god, does this jerk think of me as a pervert...?!’
    

    
      I complained a little in my heart, but at that moment, Bajran’s Princess Igis’ face came to mind, and my face reddened in spite of myself. That much imagination was just a little life bonus for a youth of tender years, ok?!
    

    
      “That is unnecessary... But I wish to find out about a certain party.”
    

    
      “What party is it...?”
    

    
      Apparently, the corpulent Smearns really liked to trail off in ellipses.
    

    
      “It is information regarding the Golden-Eyed Reaper, Aidal.”
    

    
      “Geh! T-the Golden-Eyed Reaper!”
    

    
      “Ah! To be more precise, not the Golden-Eyed Reaper himself, but whether there are mages belonging to Aidal’s magic tower after he disappeared, and if there are, where exactly they are living.”
    

    
      “That is... That will be an SS-grade request that exceeds the S-grade...”
    

    
      “I will give you one Grade 3 magic crystal as advance payment.”
    

    
      “An SS-grade refers to information that can threaten the existence of the Information Guild itself. An S-grade is the categorization for information regarding a conspiracy that can usurp the seat of power in an empire or kingdom.”
    

    
      Wearing a severe expression, Smearns didn’t give me an affirmative.
    

    
      “If I am satisfied with the information, I will give you 1 million Gold in a lump sum.”
    

    
      “Mm...” Hearing the price I offered, Smearns made a sound of contemplation. It was half the annual gross income of a small territory, but the branch manager hesitated with a troubled expression. “We will do it. Only, you will have to give us a time limit of five months at the very least.”
    

    
      “Haha. I will give you plenty of time.”
    

    
      ‘Please, go sniff out the places they’re hiding at.’
    

    
      I needed the cooperation of a magic tower, but I really didn’t want to do business with those arrogant, thieving pricks. Just because they had learned a bit of magic, snubbing people was a granted, and they were thieves for whom back-stabbing was optional. Just the fact that they were so dirty and cheap made me not want to join hands with them.
    

    
      But then I remembered my master Bumdalf’s magic tower. If he’s to be believed, It was so powerful that at one point, all the empires and kingdoms on the continent took the initiative to send tributes, then the scale of the magic tower must have been quite something. Just like the Kallian saying that the wealthy would live 3 years even after ruin but a magic tower would live 100 years after ruin, I wanted to believe that those people were still living somewhere on this continent.
    

    
      “But who are you, my lord? You do not even have an exact place of birth...”
    

    
      “Why, has a request about me already come in?”
    

    
      “That is... Yes. The price has increased to the point that it has been categorized as an A-Grade request.”
    

    
      “A-Grade? It’s right under a conspiracy, lol.’
    

    
      I guess I wasn’t too cheap.
    

    
      “Shall I tell you?”
    

    
      “Huh? Hehe. I would be grateful if you did so.” Smearns did not hide the brightening of his face.
    

    
      “Even though you’ll get hurt if you know?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      “No, it’s not just getting hurt, you could even get buried. Buried tied to a huge boulder deep, deep in the ocean.”
    

    
      “Y-Your Lordship...”
    

    
      The chubby Smearns’ happiness was short-lived and replaced by a face on the verge of tears.
    

    
      ‘Huhu....’
    

    
      Sometimes, I could show a pretty evil appearance.
    

    
      Even I didn’t know.
    

    
      Which one was my true self....
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Whirrr, whirrrr. 
    

    
      “I did it!”
    

    
      The magic circle that was finally installed after several days of hard work indicated its completion by exuding red and blue light. 
    

    
      It was a Mana Concentrator, one of the circles stored inside my mental library, and pretty much a gift from the gods for those who possessed a feel for mana. I don’t know how other magic towers did it, but because I had personally experienced Master Bumdalf’s Mana Concentrator, I could verify the excellence of its performance.
    

    
      “It will enable the mana enlargement up to a certain level in a short period of time.” 
    

    
      Nerman lacked everything, but even among the things it lacked, the number of knights who could use mana was particularly poor. Even if they did joint attacks with wyverns and Skyknights, who made up the core of a battalion, against hordes of monsters, the knights would become no more than punching bags. There was an urgent need to enhance the knights skills to their maximum, as well as quickly turn people who had a sensitivity for mana into usable knights.
    

    
      “It’s really too bad about the mages.”
    

    
      The magic circle was completed, but it was too much for me to operate every day. Because the Mana Concentrator sitting in the middle of the hangar used a refined Grade 3 magic crystal, it could mana concentrate three knights at a time. However, the problem was that only a mage could operate it. And the even bigger problem was that these “mages” were few and far in between.
    

    
      “It’s already been a fortnight. We need to start sweeping away the monsters for real now...”
    

    
      Only by repelling the monsters could the sowing be completed on time, and only by completing the sowing could we reduce the importation of food for the coming winter.
    

    
      This time, the provisions acquired through the Rubis Merchants cost no less than 400,000 Gold. 
    

    
      400,000 Gold for an amount of food that would feed the over 500,000 Nerman residents for just three months.
    

    
      “If we don’t gain self-sufficiency and decrease our importations, we’ll soon go broke.”
    

    
      It wasn’t just the provisions.
    

    
      This last fortnight, Derval had reported Nerman’s current situation many times over. The state of the castle walls and the nearby forts was urgent, every kind of consumable, including the soldiers’ armor, in addition to needing additional personnel in the remote areas were all matters that needed to be solved, and fast. On top of that, the river levee swept away last summer needed to be repaired, and the construction of a road so that merchants could safely travel as well as measures required to ensure their safety were urgently needed. The procrastinated issues of previous years were coming back now in full force to bite me in the butt.
    

    
      “I’ve got no Bank of Korea, but I need to stamp out money from somewhere...”
    

    
      Viscount Lukence had been sucking blood and marrow even despite Nerman’s desperate, miserable state. He really was something. Far from levying taxes, I had to take measures for the time being to aid the poor.
    

    
      “We’ll be increasing the number of knights from today onwards. As long as the soldiers with a feel for mana are nicely picked and trimmed, we’ll probably get over 100 new knights.”
    

    
      I hadn’t yet formally sent soldiers back to their homes, but I would send soldiers who were too old or couldn’t add to our military force back to their villages before long. They would protect the villages as reserve forces as they engaged in productive work.
    

    
      “I wonder if the letter has arrived by now...”
    

    
      As I thought about a certain woman, a smile sprang to my lips.
      

    

    
      But then, when I recalled the temples, my smile crumpled into a frown.
    

    
      Because this place couldn’t make money, all the temples had left. These kinds of places were in even greater need of religious workers to gather and grant the mercy of the gods, but this continent was no different from South Korea. No monks but only charlatans, and no pastors but only greedy bastards blinded by money kicking up a fuss everywhere in Korea. I couldn’t understand how people who didn’t know God’s mercy could possibly live by selling God. If they had a shred of conscience, they shouldn’t live while taking advantage of human frailty like that. 
    

    
      “At least the magic towers will be quiet for the time being, kuku.”
    

    
      Gauss Magic Tower’s Oltois spent some very rough days in the covert’s underground jail. No matter how powerful a magic tower’s influence was, they couldn’t just go on a full-scale war with a territory. The most they could do was have a high-ranking noble or the emperor admonish the territory and give them a fine.
    

    
      But here in Nerman, even if the great emperor himself came calling, it would be to no avail. If he tried to assert his rights even though he didn’t do a thing for Nerman, I would kick his mouth closed.
    

    
      Someone calling himself Gauss Magic Tower’s vice-branch manager came over and took away Oltois, who aged a few years within a few days.
    

    
      The magic towers sent a message saying ‘to our regret,’ saying they all could not cooperate with any of my matters in the future. One day, I would round them up and send them all packing out of the territory.
    

    
      “So there are more mines in the Rual Mountains than in the Kovilan Mountains, huh... But the problem is whether miners can hold out there... In order to develop the mines, we’d need quite a lot of guards in addition to the mine workers.”
    

    
      I summoned former miners and asked about the past mines, finding out from them that there wasn’t just gold and silver here, but also a mine that produced magic crystals. The problem was that in order to mine them, the monsters rushing in day and night would have to be blocked.
    

    
      Nerman was a place where money-making opportunities were laid out everywhere, but because of the monsters, nothing could be done. I was determined to start a large-scale extermination as soon as we were ready.
    

    
      I was about to go outside after finishing the magic circle when I heard something heavy being dragged.
    

    
      “Huh? What’s that sound?”
    

    
      There was also the strained whinnying of horses.
    

    
      “What’s going on?”
    

    
      In my curiosity, I opened the hangar door and went outside.
    

    
      ‘Eh? What the heck is that?’
    

    
      A squad of soldiers were dragging something atop a carriage pulled by four bulky horses.
    

    
      ‘Robot??’
    

    
      To my utter surprise, the thing on top of the carriage was a steel robot about 3 meters long. It wasn’t a handsome one like the robots in manga, but a robot with a rusted, crude frame wearing a helmet, a completely unexpected item.
    

    
      “It’s been a while since I last saw a dravit.”
    

    
      “To think this was still around.”
    

    
      ‘A dravit!’
    

    
      As soon as I heard the word, an explanation sprang to mind.
    

    
      ‘At one point, these siege iron golems were an absolute necessity of war, but with the appearance of Blessed Spears with high destructive power, they disappeared.’
    

    
      Not only the explanation, but several pages of mana circuits and blueprints came to mind. In particular, even a blueprint for the most cutting-edge of golems capable of quite some speed was also drawn out in my head.
    

    
      “Where did you bring this from?”
    

    
      “My Lord! We found it while organizing the goods in Gadain Castle.”
    

    
      I had ordered my men to drag out all of the goods in Viscount Lukence’s Gadain Castle, leaving just a centurion squad there for basic defense. It was a castle created by wringing the Nerman residents dry, so I ordered them to sell everything that could be sold to purchase food.
    

    
      ‘Hooh, it’s pretty useful, isn’t it?’
    

    
      Nerman lacked all sorts of things. Antique or not, everything that could be used had to be utilized. And there was an incredible thought that shot through my head like a ray of light.
    

    
      “Is this the only one?”
    

    
      “N-no, sir. There are another five or so dravits sitting in a rusted state,” responded the centurion leading the soldiers with an expression that worried he had done something pointless.
    

    
      “You did well. After a quick rest, go bring over the rest of the dravits.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      At my words of praise, the centurion’s face loosened in relief.
    

    
      ‘If all goes well, I’ll own a tractor army. Kuku.’
    

    
      This thing called magic, the more I used it, the more it made me think it was amazing.
    

    
      Despite not reaching the era of machinery, this field of study could produce everything needed for daily life in an environmentally friendly way.
    

    
      It really made one wonder if magic wasn’t a true blessing granted by the gods to humans.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “My liege, at this rate, we will run out of gold coins within a month.”
    

    
      Derval interrupted my daydreams about the tractor plough I saw when I was a kid in the countryside where my grandpa lived. Then he informed me that our money was running low.
    

    
      ‘Well fuck, I knew this was gonna happen.’
    

    
      The Nerman Plains, the name alone was so very nice to hear.
    

    
      The land was huge, the water was clean, the mountains were great, and on top of that, the resources were plentiful.
    

    
      But the problem was, everything was possible only by pouring in a shitton of money.
    

    
      And Nerman, the land that even the empire gave up on, was now my responsibility.
    

    
      “What do you think the most ideal economic actions are? Here in Nerman, I mean.”
    

    
      I couldn’t just ask him outright for ways to make money. Because now I was Nerman’s master, someone who needed to maintain dignity.
    

    
      “The first thing is to firmly secure provisions. Continuing to import provisions from the continent will cost too much. Secondly, it would be good to develop the mines. In the past, I even learned in the Empire Administration Academy that Nerman’s mineral deposits are considerable. The Bajran Empire has many mines in the Litore Mountains, so our mines are probably not very attractive to them, but there are definitely plenty of resources that do not exist in the other kingdoms. Also, it is worth thinking about intermediary trade. As long as you maintain good relations with the Kesmire pirates, my liege, we should be able to gain a rather large profit from conducting such business.”
    

    
      Derval laid out his opinions as if he had just been waiting for me to ask. As expected, he was a very useful talent.
    

    
      “However, the most important thing is expanding our military power. Unless we repel the monsters, there is no answer to any of our problems. Also... The active cooperation of the magic towers and temples is vital.”
    

    
      Derval stole glances at me as he added a sentence about the magic towers and temples at the end. Even though he knew that we had crossed a river of no return with the magic towers thanks to my prickly temperament, it seemed he still held regrets about it.
    

    
      ‘The help of a temple is the most important. Not just for recovery potions, but only by bringing in a temple can the residents get a sense of security.’
    

    
      The evil Viscount Lukence was expelled, but their faith in me was probably not that great. The residents had a deep-rooted mistrust towards lords and nobles. It wasn’t something that would disappear in a day or two.
    

    
      “What is the reason for the approximately 1 Gold price of orc byproducts?”
    

    
      “That is probably the price of the leather. It’s not as good as ogre or troll leather, but among monsters, shoes and armor made from orc leather are useful goods for beginner mercenaries or militiamen.”
    

    
      “I see. But are there no demon beasts in Nerman?”
    

    
      “There are. But they have more than enough monsters to eat, so they simply do not attack the humans. Unlike monsters, demon beasts are smart.”
    

    
      I was also aware. Or well, it wasn’t just being aware; I had even caught one before.
    

    
      “What about seafood? Considering that large species of fish can be caught in the river alone, it seems the fish resources are plentiful.”
    

    
      “I am collecting information from various documents and the fishermen here regarding that point. According to what I have found out so far, when fall ends and winter begins, an enormous number of salmon appear along the Lovent River. Also, between summer and autumn, madir follow the shore as they move south. Of course, there are also other fish species in enormous quantities spread out in the ocean. But it was only a pipe dream because the Kesmire Islands, ten thousand islands strong, have been controlling the currents.”
    

    
      ‘Tuna! Kuku. You’re all dead!’
    

    
      Derval’s words were calculated with a ‘ka-ching!’ into money.
    

    
      “The problem is, there are as many sea monsters as there are fish. In particular, the demon beasts here are known to be more dangerous than in other places.”
    

    
      Of course, if there wasn’t that kind of danger involved, how else would it be a money-making venture?
    

    
      ‘If we catch fish, we can supplement provisions to some extent and even make money.’
    

    
      The likes of sea monsters or demon beasts weren’t even dangerous, at least to me. If they came, we could resolve everything in one go.
    

    
      “Tell Ryker that from today onwards, he should bring selected knights and people with a talent for mana here. Three people per day in the evening.”
    

    
      “I will relay that to him.”
    

    
      There were probably many things Derval was curious about. I hadn’t heard the rumors myself, but there must be some saying that I could use magic. However, Derval firmly resisted and did not ask.
    

    
      That was the kind of knight I needed.
    

    
      The kind of loyal knight that would believe in me even if I were to make a castle out of sand.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Craaackle.
      
    

    
      “Clear!”
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      After heating up the dravit’s frame with Fire, I cast Clear on top.
    

    
      When the rust on the body was heated up nice and hot with magic and then hit with Clear, it fell away from the body like scorched rice falling from the inside of a rice cooker. 
    

    
      “Nice and clean.”
    

    
      I admired the dravit’s clean frame, which was now free of all dirt and rust.
    

    
      “An iron golem fueled by a magic crystal. They were made obsolete by the appearance of Skyknights, but they can be of use to me.’
    

    
      Reaching a height of a little over 3 meters, the steel robot’s forearms were the size of my thighs. I wanted to express my respect to the Kallian mages who created something like this in a world where science and mechanical engineering were not very developed.
    

    
      “A masterpiece made of alchemy, metallurgy, and magic, huh?”
    

    
      I really liked the rust-free black dravit in front of me.
    

    
      “Levitation!”
    

    
      Casting magic, I flipped over the dravit. Made of pure iron like medieval knight armor, even the dravit’s joints were protected by thick pieces of armor.
    

    
      “It has all ten fingers, but they don’t look too flexible.”
    

    
      From what I heard, in the past, dravits would carry enormously large cast-iron hammers in their hands and charge towards castle gates or walls. A dravit’s powerful defensive ability, which would not budge from the likes of arrows or most spells, was critical in siege warfare.
    

    
      However, after they became lumps of meat skewered by Blessed Spears hurled by Skyknights, they became relics of the past.
    

    
      Ker-chunk. 
    

    
      I opened the thick protective panel on the back.
    

    
      “It’s an ancient mana circuit.”
    

    
      There, I saw a magic circuit.
    

    
      Centered around the magic crystal insertion point, mithril was connected like threads on a square mithril circuit board around 20 cm large. Once these threads were connected, as long as none were severed, the mithril alloy circuitry was permanent. Just like how gold was used in cellphones, mithril absolutely needed to be used in important mana circuits. 
    

    
      “Shall we give it a test?”
    

    
      I didn’t know how long this thing had been buried, but after removing the rust, it looked to be in good condition.
    

    
      “A Grade 4 should be more than enough.”
    

    
      According to the knowledge in my head, there had even been dravits that used up to Grade 2 crystals in the past. However, after getting reduced into moving targets for the Skyknights, no one would be so crazy as to use such a valuable crystal.
    

    
      Ker-chunk. 
    

    
      Magic crystals came in various sizes, ranging from the size of an egg to an adult’s fist. Mana output stopped increasing from a certain size, so most large magic crystals were used after splitting them into pieces. 
    

    
      I placed a transparent magic crystal the size of a child’s fist into the safety valve.
    

    
      Whiirrrrrr. 
    

    
      As soon as I put in the crystal, mana flowed rapidly through the dravit’s whole body. I quietly put my hand on the crystal and transferred some of my mana. In order to control it without the interference of other mages, it was necessary to imprint one’s mana upon startup.
    

    
      Ker-chunk, ker-chunk. 
    

    
      Once the mana imprinting was complete, the protective panel closed on its own. Then, the visor on the front slid down and the joints moved as the dravit produced iron noises.
    

    
      “Hey there, friend, why don’t you get up now.”
    

    
      Dravits possessed speech-recognition capability that jumped through the ages. It couldn’t understand everything, but a dravit would react to the command words saved in the circuitry.
    

    
      Creaaaaaak. 
    

    
      At the words “get up,” the dravit strained to raise its upper body from atop the carriage. Blue light shot from its visor like a laser.
    

    
      “Walk forward.”
    

    
      It wasn’t as natural as a human’s movement, but the dravit’s joints moved pretty well.
    

    
      It was fascinating.
    

    
      I felt happier than getting one of those Gundam plastic models I’d only heard about.
    

    
      Thud thud, thud thud. 
    

    
      “Ohh! You’re doing great!”
    

    
      It was so much fun. A robot this big and obedient couldn’t be made easily even in the 21st century. I felt like a kid with a new toy.
    

    
      CRUNCH! Thud! Thud! Thud! 
    

    
      At least, until it punched through the hangar wall and started going outside.
    

    
      “Woah woah! Stop! Stop! You birdbrain!”
    

    
      My happiness was short-lived as I stopped the dravit with cries of alarm.
    

    
      ‘It can even run if it’s installed with a new model of mana circuitry, and I can even add a few types of attacks.’
    

    
      A mana circuitry was an elaborate, miniature magic circle. The creative fun this thing offered was leagues greater than I thought.
    

    
      “My friend, return to your original position and rest up.”
    

    
      Creak, creaaak. 
    

    
      The iron golem that couldn’t talk simply closed its eyes where it stood and went into sleep mode. It seemed ‘return to your original position’ wasn’t included in its command phrases.
    

    
      ‘The knights must be doing well, right?’
    

    
      Looking at the pitiful dravit, I moved to the hangar next door.
    

    
      Cleared of people and wyverns, I was using a few of the hangars as experiment rooms for magic.
    

    
      This title of lord, which let you do everything in Nerman as you pleased, gave me a sense of joy the more I used it.
    

    
      Although, well, it would be even better if it just didn’t take a little too much money.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘They’re sound asleep.’
    

    
      Inside the square Mana Concentrator were three people. There was a whirlwind of mana within the area of the Mana Concentrator, which used a Grade 4 magic crystal. And that mana was rushing into the noses and bodies of the knights using mana breathing. 
    

    
      This was a special magic circle that only Master Bumdalf knew about. It couldn’t produce Blade Masters in a short amount of time, but it could enlarge mana pathways that were normally too small and expand a person’s mana core into the greatest size possible for them.
    

    
      ‘I should install a few more tomorrow.’
    

    
      Watching the comfortable faces of the knights, my heart became resolved. I had to make the best knight regiment in the continent in the shortest amount of time. That was necessary for my survival.
    

    
      ‘Urngh! Today was fruitful as well~’
    

    
      I broke into the food temporarily stored in Gadain Castle and sent it to all the villages. Whatever happened in the future, as long as you were born as a human, you couldn’t break free from the fact that you had to eat something to survive.
    

    
      ‘Yawn...’
    

    
      Unable to yawn aloud, I went outside.
    

    
      ‘At least the covert defense is perfect.’
    

    
      Whenever I had time, I wrapped the covert up in magic circles. They didn’t operate on ordinary days, but in an emergency, the excessive number of magic circles would reveal enormous force as soon as I said the activation word. It was something that only I could do.
    

    
      ‘But if I could make magic circles with 6th Circle methods, then...’
    

    
      I was quietly returning to the headquarters building.
    

    
      After these last few days of obsession with magic circles, it felt like my magic-related knowledge was suddenly being rewritten.
    

    
      How to describe it?
    

    
      It was like finding a previously undiscovered mistake while reviewing your notes.
    

    
      Even as I worked, the complicated formulas in my head were intertwining.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 59: The Corvain Merchants
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “My liege, an urgent message has come from a southern fort.”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      Currently, I was swept up in a sudden wave of magic circle research. I spent the time making around ten Mana Concentrators, thinking about a new mana circuit that could be applied to the dravits, and creating a long-distance mana communication device that could be given to each castle and fort. The monsters or Temir hadn’t shown aggressive signs of movement, so two weeks had passed like this.
    

    
      But suddenly, Derval, who was busy taking care of this and that with me every day, came running into the office wearing a grave expression.
    

    
      “What happened?”
    

    
      The wall of the magic circle felt almost in reach, but strangely eluded me. Because I had grasped a hint for the first time in a while, most things didn’t come into my radar.
    

    
      “The Corvain Merchants are coming.”
    

    
      “Corvain? Corvain, the top merchant group in the continent? Why?”
    

    
      Even I was familiar with the Corvain Merchants. The major merchant groups who had guaranteed and unimpeded passage through empires and kingdoms were called the Big Five on the continent. Among them, the merchant group with the greatest vitality and influence was Corvain.
    

    
      “From what I found out, it seems they will pass through the territory and go deep into the Rual Mountains.”
    

    
      “Pass through the territory? Who said they could do that?”
    

    
      I was already displeased because of the magic towers, so that one sentence from Derval aroused my temper.
    

    
      “They have apparently done so for many years. Every year, they cross through Nerman in order to trade with the Dwarves.”
    

    
      “W-What! Dwarves?!”
    

    
      It just so happened that I had been wanting to go meet the dwarf elders once.
    

    
      Specialized construction laborers crucial for the future territory development—naturally, those were the Dwarves!
    

    
      “I heard that of the few dwarf villages currently left on the continent, some are located in the Rual Mountains and Litore Mountains. It seems that Corvain has made a contract with one of those villages. Dwarves have a peculiar temperament and seldom make contracts with humans, but they are said to never betray your faith once you make a contract. And most people on the continent know that the decisive reason why Corvain was able to become the major merchant group of today is because of their contract with the Dwarves,” Derval explained in detail.
    

    
      ‘Dwarven-made weapons and products are all considered masterpieces, right? Then a merchant group contracted with the Dwarves must be...’
    

    
      “I am told that around 200 carriages, 300 merchants and coachmen, around 500 mercenaries, and approximately 20 wyverns are coming into the territory.”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      Those numbers reflected how much importance the Corvain Merchants placed on this trade.
    

    
      “What are they trading?”
    

    
      “We do not know for sure, but it is most likely top-quality wheat, magic-preserved beer, and other kinds of food items and fabrics.”
    

    
      “Eh? That’s all? And what does the merchant group get? Don’t tell me—!”
    

    
      The various masterworks made by Dwarves flashed through my head. Among them were wyvern mithril alloy armor, sans magic defense circles.
    

    
      “It should be all kinds of mithril products, including wyvern armor and airplates, as well as weapons like swords and decorations favored by nobles.”
    

    
      “Geh! They get all of that in return?!”
    

    
      “Yes... That’s why merchants on the continent have since ancient times put their lives on the line to attempt trades with Dwarves. However, Dwarves are a race that have little interest in anything other than eating, drinking, and making items. If people carelessly intrude upon their villages, they are a race that will never, ever surrender, even if they are all killed. That is why there are not many dwarven people left on the continent.”
    

    
      Dwarves lived and died by their pride. Their personalities sure were intense, as if daring you to see them as anything but descendants of master craftsmen. 
    

    
      “Block them.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Tell Knights Janice and Ryker to block them when they’re about to pass Denfors.”
    

    
      “M-my liege...” Derval said with an astounded expression.
    

    
      What would happen if we were to turn our backs on the merchants when things were already like this with the magic towers was clear to Derval, and clear to me. But as long as I was Nerman’s master, I couldn’t just send them scot-free. Only by at least receiving a transit tax(?) could I preserve my face.
    

    
      “Their mercenaries are probably strong too, right?”
    

    
      “Most likely... I think that most of them are probably Blade Users of at least the 2nd Grade.”
    

    
      If they wanted to pass through Nerman, the monster haven, they probably needed that level of force.
    

    
      ‘They probably have high level mages as well.’
    

    
      It would easily take 1 million Gold to hire 20 wyverns and 500 Blade User-grade mercenaries. That level of force was enough to take down most countryside count territories in the empire in a single breath.
    

    
      ‘A contract with the Dwarves... Dwarves...’
    

    
      I couldn’t stop thinking about them.
    

    
      I was about to embark on a quest of the highest difficulty!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “H-How can this be...”
    

    
      Their caravan had ten wyverns flying in defense formation, as well as hundreds of tense mercenaries of at least Grade 2 who were glaring as they protected the carriages.
    

    
      Because of the sudden appearance of a troop of soldiers, the long trail of merchant carriages stopped. And the person in charge of the trade route, Theske, scowled as he looked at the mounted soldiers that fearlessly blocked the merchants.
    

    
      “Deputy Theske, they seem to be the soldiers of Baronet Kyre, the person who recently subjugated Nerman.”
    

    
      A merchant aiding the caravan cautiously spoke the identity of the troop of soldiers.
    

    
      “I know. But... Why did they block our path? They dare to do so without any fear...”
    

    
      It was merchanting 101 to thoroughly investigate the information about the path before departing on an important trade route like this one. Even a small variable could affect the fate of the merchant group, so they had to be careful and then some.
    

    
      As such, they had comprehensively gathered information about Nerman. That’s why the moment they saw the flag with a golden-striped wyvern and moon drawn on it next to the flag of the Bajran Empire, they knew the soldiers belonged to Baronet Kyre.
    

    
      “What will you do, sir?”
    

    
      The cavalry blocking their path numbered five hundred at most. There were five wyverns flying above them, but Theske wasn’t scared of them at all. The ten wyverns in the back should have gotten the message about now and should be here soon.
    

    
      At the assistant merchant’s words, Theske stared at the impudent fools with half-lidded eyes.
    

    
      “Prepare an adequate sign of our sincerity.”
    

    
      “Understood, Deputy.”
    

    
      He wanted to knock them all out of the way, but the soldiers had appeared with a flag of the Bajran Empire. Moreover, according to the information, it was rumored that the man who had subjugated Nerman, Kyre, was a magic swordsman. And strong enough to fight over ten wyverns on his own.
    

    
      Though of course, that rumor was unbelievable...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘What a shame.’
    

    
      I would have liked them to take the bait and attack, but they behaved themselves with merchant-like caution.
    

    
      ‘If I could recover even half of those guys... Argh.’
    

    
      Ten wyverns were drawing large circles as they glided in defensive formation. And behind them, I could see yet another ten. There were twenty wyverns in total. I harbored a hidden desire to catch them all if they looked down on us and attacked, but they weren’t foolish.
    

    
      ‘That guy must be the leader.’
    

    
      Even among the robes worn by the merchants, one person had on a silver robe that clearly stood out—it was likely a magic item. The man walked slowly to the front of the convoy and headed towards the cavalry blocking the merchants’ way.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go down.”
    

    
      Guoooo! 
    

    
      Letting out a loud roar as if he were the master of Nerman, Bebeto descended to the ground.
    

    
      It was time for my first legal extortion.
    

    
      

    

    
      “I am Theske, Deputy of the Corvain Merchants. It is an honor to meet you, Baronet Kyre. Rumors of you have spread far and wide.”
    

    
      ‘Ara, just look at this mister.’
    

    
      The man in his late-forties named Theske looked more like a scholar than a merchant. He made a gesture acknowledging me.
    

    
      “Haha, so it is Deputy Theske. My name is Kyre.”
    

    
      I greeted him with a placid expression that was at odds with my inward thoughts.
    

    
      “I apologize for not coming to you first although we are crossing through the territory. Such mistakes happen when one goes on a convoy in a hurry. I hope you will forgive that point with a generous mind.”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, I guess this is how he became a deputy of a major merchant group.’
    

    
      In other territories, there was probably no one who would recklessly block Corvain’s path. Major merchant groups were, for the most part, protected by every imperial or royal family, and conducted their trade routes with the cooperation of high nobles. For someone with a baronet title to fearlessly block an important trade route of the continent’s number one merchant group was simply out of the bounds of common sense.
    

    
      “That can indeed happen when one is busy. But is there anything that has caused you discomfort during your trip?”
    

    
      “There weren’t as many monsters as before. And as long as they have a brain, they do not recklessly attack our merchant group... If they don’t want to die, that is.”
    

    
      As he spoke, Theske looked straight into my eyes. The implication that I was doing something even a monster wouldn’t do was thinly veiled in his words.
    

    
      “Haha, of course. What kind of idiot would dare to block the path of the great Corvain Merchants?”
    

    
      “Um, this is a small sign of our sincerity. It is merely a trifle, but please accept it.”
    

    
      ‘Shall we take a look~?’
    

    
      Contrary to the merchant’s words, a heavy pouch was passed over to me.
    

    
      “There’s no need...” I took the pouch with a satisfied smile.
    

    
      ‘J-Just a few hundred Gold?’
    

    
      Because the pouch was smaller than expected, I thought a golden token issued by the merchant group or jewelry might be inside, but just a few hundred Gold? That wasn’t even enough to buy gum for a kid.
    

    
      “It seems you are in the middle of patrols, so please do not worry about us and go on your way.”
    

    
      ‘Jerks, you’re telling me to eat this and scram when you’re going to a trade that will net you a profit of at least 10 million Gold?? You stingy scrooges!’
    

    
      I had invested over 1 million of my precious, precious Gold in Nerman. As soon as it came into my pockets, your money was my money, and my money was absolutely my money. But the Corvain Merchants dared to fob me off with a few snot-smudged pennies when they were doing a whale of a trade in my territory.
    

    
      “Since you say it like that, we will continue our patrol. Please give us a call if you encounter any difficulties. We will come running right away.”
    

    
      Like the words ‘strategic retreat,’ this much was fine for today.
    

    
      “Ah! And for your reference, in the future, it has been decided that merchant groups that pass through our territory will pay 10% of their trade goods as a territory management and development donation. I would be thankful if you keep that in mind.”
    

    
      “W-what, 10%, you say... Our merchant group is contracted with the Bajran Imperial Family and can pass through all territories duty-free...” Theske said in shock.
    

    
      “Of course, that must be the case for a major merchant group. That is why I didn’t say anything before. It is a voluntary territory management and development donation.”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      Theske frowned a little at my emphasis on “donation.”
    

    
      ‘You jerks, would you guys not get a stomachache when your next-door neighbor is raking in a jackpot?’
    

    
      And that was a profit they were getting from land I was spilling blood and tears to plough. Those intending to rake in the profits were thieves.
    

    
      “I will keep that in mind. Then, goodbye.”
    

    
      His face obviously icier than before, Deputy Theske gave a slight bow before turning his back.
    

    
      “I was happy to have met you today. Let us meet again in the near future~!”
    

    
      I sent a cheerful, friendly farewell to Theske’s back. He stopped mid-walk, trembling visibly.
    

    
      In the future, there would probably be very few chances to see him with a smiling face.
    

    
      This would be the first and last time they waltz in and out of my territory as they please.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘The Rubis Merchants have arrived.’
    

    
      The Rubis Merchants, who had crossed into the territory a few days ago, were filling up the expansive covert with the provisions I had asked them to acquire.
    

    
      ‘Hm? Somehow, that back is awfully familiar?’
    

    
      Two merchants were waiting in front of Bebeto’s hangar. I could see the backs of Nerman’s Rubis branch manager, Lenkis, and another man. As soon as Bebeto landed, he turned his head.
    

    
      ‘Jamir!’
    

    
      An unexpected, but welcome face greeted me with a smile and a slight bow. It was Executive Jamir Baines, one of the top leaders of the Rubis Merchants.
    

    
      “Why, if it isn't Executive Jamir!”
    

    
      As soon as Bebeto’s feet hit the ground, I jumped in front of Jamir.
    

    
      “It has been a while, Baronet Kyre! I heard that you have achieved truly impressive feats in a short amount of time, but now you have become the master of an entire region. I give you my sincere congratulations.” Jamir offered me his congratulations while bowing his head low and acting like an old acquaintance.
    

    
      ‘It’s all thanks to your help, hyung.’
    

    
      “What congratulations~ Come, come, let us go inside. A special guest has come today, so we should have some beer.”
    

    
      “Haha, I see your personality hasn’t changed.”
    

    
      As I grabbed his hand and dragged him along, Jamir burst out in hearty laughter. I was now a noble, unlike when we met in the past, but I wasn’t someone who would forget other people’s favors. Jamir and the Rubis Merchants had given me a lot of help in becoming the person I was today. They had to become a regular store for me to visit in the future like now.
    

    
      ‘I should ask him to raise my credit cap. To about 3 million Gold.’
    

    
      Of course, nothing was free!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “W-What! Priestess Aramis has disappeared?!”
    

    
      Inside the Temple of Neran in Fiore Viscounty, which was always filled with silence or quiet prayer, Pontiff Hedor rose from his seat in shock. Before this alarming statement, he had been impatiently counting down the few days left before he would rise to the seat of bishop, which could be called the center of the church.
    

    
      “Y-Yes. I thought she was doing a silent prayer from yesterday evening, but she has disappeared.”
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      “What kind of nonsense is this!! How can you be a paladin and not block the departure of a single priestess!”
    

    
      Just like how a person’s true nature would come to light when they were flustered, Pontiff Hedor shed his usual pretense, his face glowing crimson red.
    

    
      They had to catch her.
    

    
      The reason why he could become a pontiff was also in fact due to the apprentice priestess named Aramis, the woman who possessed sacred power that even the current clergy’s cardinal could not match. She was currently Neran’s most beloved priestess.
    

    
      Only, wanting to prevent Aramis from getting snatched by other places, Hedor and the bishop of the Dapis Kingdom had shackled her down as an apprentice priestess.
    

    
      ‘We must find her! Without Aramis, who else can make the top-grade holy water?!’
    

    
      If this matter was found out, it wasn’t just his bishop position that would fly away, but all of the glory he had accumulated would also disappear. Only Priestess Aramis could make top-grade holy water, and Pontiff Hedor had been garnering enormous wealth by taking that holy water as his own achievement in the church.
    

    
      “Call all of the paladins at once to find Priestess Aramis! She has surely been kidnapped by someone! Deploy every means possible to find the priestess!” 
    

    
      “Your wish is my command!”
    

    
      The paladin bowed at Hedor’s obvious panic. If it was revealed that a priestess was kidnapped from the temple, the honor of the paladins would also fall. Like Hedor said, they had to find the priestess through whatever means necessary.
    

    
      ‘Dammit... It wasn’t long now...’
    

    
      Even as he called down the order, Hedor rained down curses instead of prayer, his face as black as the rotten liver of a pig.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Please move the merchant group.”
    

    
      After eating dinner, we were leisurely drinking beer with some jerky, and I suddenly asked them to move the merchant group. Jamir and Lenkis looked at me, bewildered.
    

    
      “For Rubis to do that is still—” Branch Manager Lenkis began carefully, knowing that besides orc and monster hides, Nerman did not yet have a product that merited such a move.
    

    
      “Aren’t you hungry?” I asked with a grin.
    

    
      “We are always hungry. We will probably only become full once we swallow this entire continent.”
    

    
      Unlike Lenkis, who was looking at us with a puzzled gaze and wide eyes, Jamir answered with a faint smile.
    

    
      “What kinds of goods do Dwarves like?”
    

    
      “Dwarves...? To begin with, besides hunting, they do not farm on their own, so they would like provisions like wheat and potatoes as well as beer. the only thing they want from humans... Ah! Besides that, there is one thing they like very much.”
    

    
      It was tradition that craftsmen lived simple lives by nature. Only with a clean mind could one produce a work imbued with one’s spirit.
    

    
      Still curious about my words, Branch Manager Lenkis continued his response. “I also heard that they like things like rare ores and new production methods or construction blueprints. Of course, there are currently almost no ores or production methods left in the continent that could sway the Dwarves.”
    

    
      ‘Ores, production methods or construction techniques...’
    

    
      This was a huge endeavour that could only be successful by putting a few heads together. I would have liked to profit all on my own, but it was a law of the heavens that greed would be one’s downfall.
    

    
      “I also heard they like mages.”
    

    
      “Mages?”
    

    
      Jamir and I used honorifics towards each other now.
    

    
      ‘What would they do with a mage?’
    

    
      “Dwarves are called natural-born warriors. They possess stamina, dexterity, and muscular strength that far outstrip that of orcs. Such a race throws itself into the creation of outstanding powerful armor and weapons that cannot be made by humans. However, from the moment they are born, Dwarves have very little intimacy with spirits and ability to use mana. From what I heard, after suffering a defeat in the war of races with humans over 1,000 years ago due to mana-using Aura Blade swordsmen and mages, the Dwarves did their research on mana. I heard that in the ancient times, there were even Dwarves that could use Aura Blade and rose to Master level. However, perhaps because of their physique, Dwarves cannot use magic.”
    

    
      Even though he was a merchant and not a scholar, Jamir gave me a history lecture.
    

    
      “But in the case of things like dwarven-made mithril armor, doesn’t it block 5th Circle magic? Do they really need to be afraid of mages?” asked Lenkis with curiosity.
    

    
      “It isn’t because of mages themselves. The reason lies in furnaces.”
    

    
      ‘Furnace? The heck is he talking about now?’
    

    
      “The temperature of a furnace that can be made by natural means is not as high as you think. However, if a magic crystal and magic circle are used to make a magic furnace, then even dragon bones can be melted. Because of that, the only humans the proud Dwarves acknowledge are mages. And only mages of at least the 6th Circle at that.”
    

    
      ‘Mm... Magic furnace, huh...’
    

    
      As to be expected, the technology of this continent was quite different from Earth .
    

    
      “And according to the information, most Dwarves possess magic furnaces and only barter with mages. There is most likely a mage with the Corvain Merchants that are passing through Nerman. A mage of at least the 6th Circle, I mean.”
    

    
      Like a certain Mr. Spock, Jamir sure knew a lot of stuff.
    

    
      ‘I can get grains and beer; the 6th Circle magic is the problem.’
    

    
      The blueprint for a magic furnace naturally came to mind as soon as I thought about it. It was a blueprint of the highest performance, capable of melting not just dragon bones, but even a great ancestor dragon. 
    

    
      “Shall we make the preparations?”
    

    
      His eyes gleaming bright, Jamir uttered a sentence pregnant with meaning. His light purple eyes were filled with an inexplicable ardor.
    

    
      “Of course. Even a dog is able to eat half its fill when the prize is in their backyard. Let us give it a try.”
    

    
      “Thank you. I will just believe in you, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      This could lead to a round of war with the Corvain Merchants, but Jamir was taking the chance.
    

    
      “Believe in me! You have to risk it for the biscuit!”
    

    
      Of course, I could never take responsibility for that.
    

    
      In this world, it was hard enough for me to take responsibility for myself.
    

    
      If it didn’t work out, it didn’t work out!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Wouldn’t it be fun if I could make a guy that could take on a Blessed Spear? If it had speed on top of that...”
    

    
      Things were different in practice than in theory. As I dissected a dravit, I compared what I saw to the knowledge in my head.
    

    
      “I think it would work if I protected the joints with slightly stronger mithril alloy... As for the mana circuit, if I use master’s circuit, it should show at least twice the efficiency...”
    

    
      The dravits looked like the robot toys I played with as a kid. After finishing the conversation with Jamir, I went to the hangar with the dravits. 
    

    
      Like mathematical principles, magic formulas were connected to one another. In particular, mana circuits, the synthesis of magic theory, were more fun the more I tinkered with them. A small mana panel would usually be engraved with around ten magic circles working in mutual cooperation with each other.
    

    
      “If a dravit could somehow block a Blessed Spear, then they would be very useful in ground battles.”
    

    
      Their uses didn’t stop at war.
    

    
      Dravits could be very useful in day to day life as well.
    

    
      Like a robot-making engineer, I immersed myself in dravit research.
    

    
      And in my head, I drew out a new kind of dravit blueprint.
    

    
      An ultimate Mazinger Z that would protect my land.
    

    
      
        [TN: Mazinger Z, a super robot from a Japanese manga.]
      
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 60: Meeting the Dwarves
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘We’re almost at the boundary with the Temir.’
    

    
      The Corvain Merchants traversed the territory as they approached the dwarves. 
    

    
      Surprisingly, there were almost no people in Nerman who knew the location of the Dwarven Village. Dwarven villages didn’t even use illusion barriers like the elf village, but people who knew of their whereabouts were few and far between. That must be how they were able to survive the greedy humans until now.
    

    
      So what did I do? I followed the trail of the Corvain Merchants, of course, maintaining a wide distance. The caravan was so large in scale that the plains traveled by the carriages had obvious marks of their passage.
    

    
      ‘For them to even throw away ogre leather...’
    

    
      Each one would add up, but the monsters in their path were annihilated and then left to rot. As long as they didn’t cross paths with the Temir, who had wyverns, they were an invincible force.
    

    
      ‘The merchant group must be all ready to go by now.’
    

    
      Executive Jamir took the helm and was waiting for my command.
    

    
      And every day, I flew to check the path traveled by the Corvain Merchants.
    

    
      A week had passed in that manner.
    

    
      The caravan that passed Denfors went deep into the Rual Mountains.
    

    
      ‘I have to get close.’
    

    
      There was a limit to how close I could get with Bebeto. Even at night, the mercenary Skyknights ran night patrols and kept up a strict guard. It was bothersome to avoid detection from them.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go down.”
    

    
      From here on out, I had to approach the merchant group and keep a close eye on them. I landed Bebeto in a field of wildflowers.
    

    
      “Head to Orakk Castle. I’ll arrive soon.”
    

    
      On our way here, we passed Orakk Castle. I gave an order to the Skyknights stationed there that if they happened to meet the Corvain Merchants while on patrol, they should act like they didn’t see them and go a different direction.
    

    
      Guoo. 
    

    
      At my command, Bebeto rubbed his long horns on my body, an emotion called worry in his large, golden eyes.
    

    
      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll never do something like leave you and die on my own.”
    

    
      It hadn’t been very long, but Bebeto and I had been through thick and thin together. It was to the point that I could no longer imagine life without him.
    

    
      “Don’t cause trouble and just wait. Don’t push your ugly face into some female’s hangar, you hear me?”
    

    
      Grrr, grr. 
    

    
      The worry in his eyes disappeared and Bebeto feigned indifference instead.
    

    
      While I was gone, he would probably get himself into trouble. It was the logic of the human world to treat a dog of a prime minister like a quasi-prime minister. And Bebeto was a fellow that was more than capable of pulling a stunt like that.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      He spread his wings and took to the air, he circled around my head once, before disappearing.
    

    
      Once I couldn’t see him anymore, a corner of my heart became cold. Even a brief parting was a parting.
    

    
      “Derval should be able to hold out for a few days.”
    

    
      Janice and the other Skyknights flew patrols every day. The land they had to cover was rather large, but the southern region was pretty well defended, at least. And thanks to supplying plenty of wages and provisions, the North was in a state of high morale. Moreover, a Skyknight with a wyvern in Nerman was as reliable a support as a high circle mage.
    

    
      “It’s my first time going on foot in a while.”
    

    
      I was around 4 km away from the merchant caravan. I slowly walked towards them while enjoying the warmth of Nerman’s late spring sun.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Order the mercenaries to set up a line of defense with the carriages in the middle.”
    

    
      “Yes, Deputy.”
    

    
      ‘It’s been a year.’
    

    
      The position of deputy could be called the highest rank in the Corvain Merchants.
    

    
      It wasn’t a position just anyone could attain.
    

    
      Only those who could exclusively carry out an important trade route like the trade with the dwarves could attain the deputy position.
    

    
      And with it, came enormous benefits. One could amass wealth no inferior to most nobles, and even after retiring, one could easily ride on the accumulated money and personal connections to live at the level of a kingdom’s noble.
    

    
      ‘The armor we asked for last year must be all done now.’
    

    
      It was finally time—tomorrow morning, once they finished their secret rendezvous with the dwarves, the job would be mostly done. The dwarves valued faith, so unless the merchant group betrayed them, they would continue to trade.
    

    
      ‘There can’t be a trade as good as this. With these goods that don’t even add up to a few coins, we can get a profit of almost one thousand times the expense...’
    

    
      The price of the wheat, salt, fabric, and various daily necessities loaded in their carriages didn’t even reach 10,000 Gold, even when purchased at the highest quality.
    

    
      However, the price of the products they would receive tomorrow in exchange was unimaginable. Even a piece of homemade jewelry made by a dwarf would net thousands of Gold, much less a mithril armor and various products made using mithril ores, which would start at tens of thousands of Gold, many of them reaching a million Gold.
    

    
      ‘If he interferes on our return path, I’ll kill him. How dare a mere baronet rookie block our path!’
    

    
      While the carriages were being used to complete a circular line of defense, Deputy Theske suddenly recalled a certain face. That bastard, Kyre, had made him feel annoyed and irritated the entire way here. He had somehow managed to swallow the useless Nerman, but Theske had never imagined that he would dare to demand a toll from a major merchant group that traded on a continental-scale.
    

    
      Moreover, the arrogant prick said he would take a 10% development “donation.” Even if Theske quietly stomped him to the ground, no one in the Bajran Empire would be able to say anything. The Imperial Family and high nobles would help the Corvain Merchants and take his side.
    

    
      “Have we arrived?”
    

    
      Just then, one man approached Theske’s side. He was wearing a grey robe like the merchants, but the atmosphere he exuded was quite different. Also, he did not use honorifics with the deputy of a major merchant group.
    

    
      “Yes, Vice-master Harkline. The mountain you see there is the place where the dwarves live.”
    

    
      The way the man treated Theske was sometimes infuriating, but Theske responded politely. This man was someone that even a major merchant group of the continent had to fear. Harkline was a 6th Circle Master and a Vice-master of Gauss Magic Tower, the strongest of the 7 Magic Towers on the continent.
    

    
      “That bastard... Just know that if we meet him on our return, I will personally take care of him. To think he dared to declare war on the Gauss Magic Tower...”
    

    
      “Thank you for enduring your rage. Even before you said anything, sir, I was of the same mind in sending him to hell if he provoked us on the way back.”
    

    
      The rumor spread truly fast, the rumor that the rookie named Kyre dared to brew enmity against various magic towers, including Gauss. They were holding back for now because of the peculiar state of Nerman, but the leading executives of the magic towers were likely already grinding their teeth. If it was a territory of any other empire or kingdom, it would have been thoroughly isolated or simply manipulated into a territory war.
    

    
      ‘It would be better for there to be no lord. Then we could trade with even better conditions. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      When they first made the contract with the dwarves, the dwarves had lived while farming on barren soil and hunting. But now, they could no longer live without the grain brought by the merchant group. Of course, as that change occured, Corvain’s profits were maximized.
    

    
      It was as if the market price for one dwarven-made sword was ten sacks of wheat.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘That guy is a mage.’
    

    
      From a forest far away, I used mana scope magic to examine the Corvain caravan. And I could tell from the glimmering energy of mana around the person talking with Theske that he was a mage.
    

    
      ‘He must be at least at the 6th Circle... enviable bastard.’
    

    
      For someone who hadn’t yet been able to overcome the wall of the 6th Circle like me, a 6th Circle mage was like a rich dude with a model-level girlfriend.
    

    
      ‘That aside, shall we get to work now? Kuku.’
    

    
      These people were trying to scrape a profit for free on my land. I couldn’t just let that happen.
    

    
      ‘It doesn’t look like they have any summoners, so first... With Undine...’
    

    
      I rapidly sketched out an evil plan in my head. They were covered with a magic cloth that repelled water, but the wheat and provisions were incompatible with water...
    

    
      I leisurely awaited the right moment while chewing on a piece of jerky I brought with me.
    

    
      Considering their actions, it seemed Corvain was planning on resting here for the night. Wyverns were flying above with no breaks in between, and the smell of the wyverns resting near the carriages would definitely prevent monsters from drawing near.
    

    
      I bided my time watching them. Tonight, it just so happened that the moon wasn’t even out. They would never be able to discover the seeds of discord sown by me.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu....’
    

    
      Just like my soundless laughter, everything would go unnoticed until it was too late.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ara? Only a few guys are moving?’
    

    
      Late at night, I summoned Undine and ordered it to sweetly caress the wheat. It wasn’t an intermediate spirit like Undanae, so the water spirit Undine had to move busily all night long with its small body. 
    

    
      On this moonless night, most of the mana-capable mercenaries were fast asleep in their sleeping bags to avoid the sound of the rather strong wind blowing from the mountains.
    

    
      Only a fellow summoner would be able to detect the presence of Undine, who was careful to avoid exuding any of the cold energy used for attack. After sowing the seeds of discord late into the night with Undine, I waited for the Corvain to move.
    

    
      ‘They’re merchants wearing swords, so... they’re the ones that can be trusted, huh.’
    

    
      Most of the mercenaries stayed back to stand guard. Among the caravan, only Theske, the mage, and three merchants with swords on their hips, making a group of five, walked towards the mountain.
    

    
      ‘Thanks to the wyverns flying all night long, there aren’t any monsters in the near vicinity... They’re handling the job well.’
    

    
      If they weren’t a major merchant group with the continent in their pocket, this was something they wouldn’t dare to try. These people were able to commit a force rivaling a ducal house and go for the desired trade in a short amount of time even in Nerman, the monster haven. It was obvious why it was inevitable for Corvain to become the top merchant group in the continent.
    

    
      ‘Are the dwarves closer than I thought?’
    

    
      We were at the very ends of the Nerman Plains, where the boundary with the Temir was located. What I could see was a huge lump of stone as big as Mt. Bukhan standing right in front, marking the beginning of the Rual Mountains. Theske’s group was walking inside.
    

    
      ‘But hm, did someone farm around here?’
    

    
      From my hiding place in the mountain, I could clearly see past traces of farming. A water channel made of stone and neatly spaced out plots were left intact as traces of the past.
    

    
      Even while I was confused, I carefully maintained my distance as I followed Theske’s group. The wyverns flying in the sky above were already far away.
    

    
      ‘Eh?’ The five men passed the brush without hesitation and climbed the mountain. They stopped in front of a huge stone wall that suddenly appeared. ‘What are they doing?’
    

    
      Among the five, Theske cautiously approached the stone wall.
    

    
      
        Thump-thump, thump thump-thump!
      
    

    
      And then, he raised a pestle-like stone in front of the wall and pounded the stone wall with a certain rhythm.
    

    
      Greaaaaaaaaak. 
    

    
      ‘Holy! T-that is—!’
    

    
      It wasn’t even some kind of secret thieves hideout that could be opened with an ‘open, sesame,’ but a short while later, the stone wall opened with the grinding of stone. A nearly 3-meter large opening emerged from the stone wall as it slid sideways.
    

    
      ‘It’s a dwarf!’
    

    
      And then, I saw them—bearded grandpas around 140-150 cm tall wearing chainmail with silver axes on their back appeared from the opening. They were the dwarves that I had only heard about! I saw with my own eyes a race of people that hid themselves after the race war with humans and rarely revealed themselves in the world, as rare as elves.
    

    
      ‘Heh, the fairytales were all bullshit, as expected!’
    

    
      Compared to the dwarves depicted in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, the real deal had similar beards, but everything else was a world of difference apart. In the fairytale, the dwarves had been much smaller than Snow White, but these dwarves weren’t that much smaller than a human, and their muscles were developed to an astonishing degree.
    

    
      Eyes the size of saucers and round noses the size of a fist, as well as enormous muscles that would make even Rambo cry.
    

    
      Even orcs, which were known as a war race, wouldn’t be their match.
    

    
      “Greetings to Patriarch Cassiars, Child of the Mighty Rock.”
    

    
      Theske bowed towards the dwarf with the longest beard among the ones that showed up.
    

    
      “It has been a while, Theske.”
    

    
      The dwarf named Cassiars skillfully used the continental language used ubiquitously these days. He was looking at Theske with indifferent eyes that showed neither happiness nor complaint.
    

    
      I carefully erased any traces of my mana and crept forward until I was only 20 meters away. In preparation for a moment like this, I had shed my armor and was wearing an ordinary, thin grey tunic worn by commoners. Then I sharpened my ears with mana to eavesdrop on their conversation.
    

    
      “This gentleman here is a Vice-master of Gauss Magic Tower, the 6th Circle Master Harkline,” Theske said, gesturing to the mage named Harkline, a bearded man with a head of wizened dry hair.
    

    
      “Haha, nice to meet you.” Harkline gave a hearty laugh that didn’t match his frigid mien.
    

    
      “‘Tis a relief. It so happens that we urgently needed a mage... Please, let us go inside.”
    

    
      Unlike when he saw Theske, Cassiars brightened at the mention of a mage and extended his hand to welcome Harkline inside.
    

    
      ‘Ara? They’re all going in.’
    

    
      The unimaginable dwarf village lay beyond that stone wall. They had maintained their secret so thoroughly that there were no rumors of a dwarf village underneath this big stone mountain up until now.
    

    
      ‘Sigh. Looks like I have to wait.’
    

    
      The situation had progressed so quickly that I didn’t have a chance to prepare.
    

    
      ‘Meh, whatever.’
    

    
      I went up a large tree and laid down. After working hard all night with Undine, it was now time for me to rest.
    

    
      ‘But that rhythm…why was it that rhythm... Jeez...’
    

    
      The rhythm Theske pounded with the stone...
    

    
      ... Was that very famous rhythm that rang out all over the world during the 2002 World Cup.
    

    
      Clap-clap, clap clap-clap! South~ Korea!
    

    
      It was truly a once-in-a-lifetime coincidence.
      

    

    
      Greaaaaaak. 
    

    
      After who knows how long had passed, I woke up abruptly from my nice, long nap to the sound of grinding stone. I was still tired, but I knew that grabbing onto a rope sent down by the heavens to save me, someone facing financial disaster, would be no walk in the park.
    

    
      “Sigh...”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      ‘Did they eat something expired inside? Why are their expressions like that?’
    

    
      Their faces were as bright as a little girl full of dreams when they went inside, but when they emerged, they looked as if they had downed a bottle of soured milk.
    

    
      “Getting a Grade 2 magic crystal aside... Fixing a heated magic furnace is also a problem... It seems the only method is for the Tower Master himself to come.”
    

    
      “Geh! T-The Master himself?!” Theske’s face turned black.
    

    
      “Why do you act so surprised? Are you telling me you cannot invest even that much? Even though the profit left from the trade with the dwarves appears to be so huge...”
    

    
      “N-no, that’s not it...”
    

    
      ‘Ara, do I smell internal conflict right now?’
    

    
      I didn’t know the exact details of what happened inside, but from what they were saying, it seemed a significant problem had arisen.
    

    
      “Fortunately, there should be a lumikar bird for emergency messages at the Denfors Branch. When the news reaches the tower, the Tower Master will come on a wyvern. It should take around ten days.”
    

    
      “Urk... Ten days...”
    

    
      “Why? Don’t like it? If you don’t like it, then contract with a different magic tower,” the mage said haughtily with no regard for Theske’s expression.
    

    
      “N-no! If the Tower Master is willing to assist us, it would be an honor for our merchant group.”
    

    
      Theske quickly returned to merchant mode, straightened out the color of his face, and rubbed his hands together. It wasn’t just me who saw the mage Harkline’s stick-dry face twisting into a smile at that.
    

    
      Just then, there was the sound of someone running over, and the merchants equipped with swords hurriedly drew their blades.
    

    
      “S-Something terrible has happened!”
    

    
      “What kind of terrible thing are you talking about?!”
    

    
      The stone door had already silently closed, and several merchants rushed from the direction of the carriages while shouting.
    

    
      “All of the grains, including the wheat...” The merchant, who had run so fast that his face had gone bright red, was unable to continue.
    

    
      “What happened!! Speak up, or else!”
    

    
      Theske, who was already irritated as it was, shouted at the hesitating merchant.
    

    
      “They are all wet. And so very wet that they cannot possibly be used...”
    

    
      “W-What?! All of the wheat is wet?!” yelled Theske in alarm.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk, what kind of incompetence allowed for this to happen,” tsked the disrespectful mage Harkline, snubbing Theske’s wrenching heart.
    

    
      It really allowed me to once again see that birds of a feather truly flocked together. 
    

    
      “Un-unbelievable. They were clearly perfectly fine yesterday, how could this...”
    

    
      Deputy Theske looked completely stupefied.
    

    
      “What will you do? Rather than standing dumbly like that, wouldn’t it be better to quickly turn back to Denfors and try to sort things out?” The mage Harkline sent reality crashing back onto Theske with cold words.
    

    
      “I have to confirm it with my own eyes!”
    

    
      Theske ran over with an incredible speed that revealed his shock.
    

    
      “How can they handle matters with such incompetence? These damn merchants...”
    

    
      The merchants hastily trailed Theske and disappeared, leaving Harkline alone to frown as he followed them.
    

    
      ‘Hmph! That’s what you get for looking down on me.’
    

    
      The wet wheat could be dried again, but as long as it was wet, the value of the wheat would fall sharply. Theske would probably run towards Nerman with his butt on fire after checking the state of the goods.
    

    
      ‘Shall we try meeting them once now?’
    

    
      After confirming that all of the annoyances had disappeared, I stopped in front of the stone door. My heart thumped as if I had become Alibaba standing before a cave full of treasures.
    

    
      I raised the pestle laying on the ground.
    

    
      Those with courage would win the beauty.
    

    
      And today, with that courage, I would win the hearts of muscular grandpas instead of a beautiful woman.
    

    
      
        Thump-thump, thump thump-thump! 
      
    

    
      ‘Open, sesame!’
    

    
      I energetically thumped the stone door in rhythm.
    

    
      ‘What might possibly be inside?’
    

    
      Obviously there were dwarves, but I was more curious about the interior itself.
    

    
      Greeaaak. 
    

    
      The stone door began to open.
    

    
      ‘Meh, whatever.’
    

    
      When there’s a will, there’s a way.
    

    
      I ran towards the opening door with all my might.
    

    
      It would be better to get chased out after seeing the inside than to get chased out from the entryway!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “H-how could this be...”
    

    
      Though they had wrapped up the wheat inside the carriages tightly with specially produced magic tarp to prevent water damage, every carriage full of provisions and fabric, not just one or two, were wet. It was a relief that the dwarves had agreed to fulfill the contract as long as they brought someone who would fix the magic furnace, but if Corvain had simply given these goods without checking or the trade had continued today, their contract with the dwarves would have come to a bitter end. 
    

    
      “Seeing as even the inside areas are thoroughly wet, it seems like the doing of magic or a spirit.”
    

    
      Cedrian, the leader of the Herz Mercenaries, which were second to none in the Mercenary Kingdom, gave his conclusion as he touched the wet wheat.
    

    
      ‘Even if we were to dry it, they would only be low-grade in value. Dammit, who the hell did this?!!’
    

    
      Theske felt like going crazy and jumping in a hot rage.
    

    
      He looked around for anyone who could do this while deceiving the mercenaries who could use mana.
    

    
      And his gaze landed naturally on a certain someone.
    

    
      ‘Did that guy...’
    

    
      The mage Harkline was feigning innocence as he watched the clouds drift past, his hands leisurely behind his back.
    

    
      Theske couldn’t help but be suspicious. The dwarf village’s magic furnace just happened to break a few days ago, and it could only be fixed with a total rehaul rather than a regular repair. However, the 6th Circle mage, Harkline, said he could not fix the magic furnace. He said that unlike usual, the broken, massive magic furnace of the dwarves could only be repaired by a mage of at least the 7th Circle.
    

    
      ‘Hiring this one bastard cost us a whopping 1 million Gold. But if the Tower Master were to come personally, it wouldn’t just be 1 million, but several million, and if we have to get a Grade 2 magic crystal at that, then...’
    

    
      Theske’s head throbbed painfully at the mere thought of it. The goods they would get from the dwarves were already reserved by nobles of every kingdom and empire. In noble society, you would be looked down on if you didn’t have decorations made by dwarves, so the nobles vied aggressively to acquire dwarf products, with no heed to price. 
    

    
      ‘If the trade fails, I’ll be killed. But if I can safely take care of matters, then...’
    

    
      The profit wouldn’t be as big as before, but as long as the contract could be safely fulfilled, there would be a second chance. However, if he failed, it wouldn’t just be his merchant rank at stake, but even his life.
    

    
      ‘That dirty mage bastard!’
    

    
      He was the most suspicious one, but with the Gauss Magic Tower at Harkline’s back, Theske couldn’t do anything but harbor doubt.
    

    
      “Turn the carriages! We’re moving to Denfors!”
    

    
      According to the rumors, there was an enormous influx of provisions there.
    

    
      ‘We’ll toss the wheat on the way. Then we’ll acquire the goods at once and return.’
    

    
      It would take around seven days to get to Denfors from here. If he sent word ahead of time, the branch in Denfors would acquire the goods on their own. Then, everything would be fine if they returned here before the Tower Master arrived.
    

    
      ‘You arrogant dwarves...one day, all of you will be turned into slaves!’
    

    
      Those dwarves only had their obstinate pride.
    

    
      Even as he inwardly cursed in his heart, Theske turned the carriages. There was no time to waste, after all.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      '.....!!'
    

    
      As soon as I stepped into the cave, I met eyes with a single dwarf. I was expecting to see one, but my breath stopped in my throat when I really did end up meeting one face to face.
    

    
      The dwarf was also standing there blankly while looking at me.
    

    
      “Hi~!”
    

    
      “W-Who are you?”
    

    
      Unlike the dwarf Cassiars and the dwarven warriors from before, the one in front of me was a dwarf with a black beard. He met my ‘hi’ with a quizzical ‘who are you.’
    

    
      ‘Who is this guy?’
    

    
      “I’m a mage. I heard there was a broken magic furnace...”
    

    
      “Ah! So it was a mage-nim. I heard there are humans worth trusting among the Corvain Merchants, but it seems they are truly quick as well. Please, come inside.”
    

    
      “Huh? Okay.”
    

    
      This dwarf had a sturdy physique quite a bit taller than the other dwarves, standing at around 160 cm tall. Unlike the white-bearded dwarf named Cassiars, he looked very green and young. Though he still looked like a ripped neighborhood grandpa.
    

    
      “Please watch your step.”
    

    
      ‘Woah!’
    

    
      The dwarf took the lead, advancing as he stepped on protruding parts of the wall or ground. He walked carefully like that for the entire length of the approximately 50 meter path.
    

    
      ‘If I had just run in... Urghhh.’
    

    
      Everywhere I turned, there were sharp iron stakes and lumps of metal. I would have definitely become skewered or flattened without even being able to escape by the sturdy rock and metal laid out all over the place.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      ‘T-This is the dwarf village!!’
    

    
      It was shocking.
    

    
      After clearing the cave, a space of enormous size opened up before us. It was heaven and earth from those oh so great caves on earth; those couldn’t even compare to what I was seeing now. 
    

    
      First of all, it was huge.
    

    
      At a single glance, it was clear that this underground world boasted an enormous size of at least a small town. It didn’t have a castle wall, but the houses clustered together numbered a thousand at the very least, and just the dwarves moving around that I could see numbered in the hundreds.
    

    
      And everything, absolutely everything was a perfect union of aesthetic sculptures and architecture. It felt like seeing the architecture of ancient Rome, but underground.
    

    
      Swoosh. 
    

    
      ‘Even the wind is refreshing. And wow, that sunlight!’
    

    
      The cavern was filled with the fresh smell of the mountain wind, and radiant rays of light shone down from the ceiling. The sunlight wasn’t coming straight down, but the light was barely any different from the light outside.
    

    
      ‘Mirrors that amplify the light? Haah, it’s surprising, truly surprising.’
    

    
      No wonder humans had been unable to discover the dwarves, when they were holed up in a place like this.
    

    
      “But what are you called? I am Nerpopo of the Luhalumere, Clansmen of the Big Rock.”
    

    
      The dwarf named Nerpopo seemed to have as much curiosity towards me as I did towards him. Unlike his bulging muscles, his eyes reminded me of a simple cow. 
    

    
      “My name is Kyre,” I said with a bow and a grin.
    

    
      “Ah! Kyre, is it? It is my first time personally talking to a human.”
    

    
      The cave and the massive underground city were connected by several hundred stairs. As we climbed the stairs, Nerpopo said this and that while looking at me in fascination as if seeing an alien.
    

    
      ‘This is way bigger than I thought.’
    

    
      The height of the ceiling reached several hundred meters. There was even a lake made with underground water, and there was even edible flora growing on that side.
    

    
      ‘Hooh, for the sculptures on the houses to be this artistic...’
    

    
      The landscape of the Dwarven Village was so incredible that anyone thinking of Auguste Rodin would become a Nodin, and a sculpture of the Goddess of Beauty, Venus, could be used as a  manhole cover here.
    

    
      Masterpieces imbued with the breath of a master craftsman were sitting here and there like stones on the side of a road.
    

    
      “Nerpopo! Who is that human?”
    

    
      We reached the entrance to the city with me still staring in awe, and a few dwarves blocked our path.
    

    
      ‘Dwarven warriors!’
    

    
      “Sir Kyre is a mage. He says he has come to fix the magic furnace.”
    

    
      “What did you say? Mage?”
    

    
      “Hmf! Unbelievable! How could a mage that young fix the magic furnace!”
    

    
      “He must be an intruder!”
    

    
      I was about to get busted.
    

    
      “S-Sir Kyre is...” At the enraged words of the dwarven adults, Nerpopo’s face turned pale.
    

    
      “Haha, hello everyone. I will fix your broken magic furnace, communication device, or various other magic goods at a cheap price.”
    

    
      I had grown up hearing the confident bellows of salesmen hawking their wares in alleys. I imitated them now as I sent a greeting to the dwarves.
    

    
      Cl-cl-clang! 
    

    
      However, the response that came back was the sharp ring of steel from heavy axes being drawn from their sheaths.
    

    
      ‘These heartless dwarves who have no manners!’
    

    
      I was smiling widely while trusting the saying ‘you can’t spit on a smiling face,’ but the dwarves were glaring at me with utter iciness, ready to wield their axes.
    

    
      “I wish to meet Patriarch Cassiars.”
    

    
      “!! Y-You know the Patriarch?”
    

    
      “I know him well. So guide me to him at once.”
    

    
      Straightening my shoulders with confidence, I acted like I was here to see the ahjussi from the neighboring house. It was the rule of the world that leaders should speak to leaders, after all.
    

    
      “Follow me. But if you do anything strange...”
    

    
      Cl-cla-clang. 
    

    
      “Sir Kyre...”
    

    
      Ten dwarven warriors surrounded me with nary a gap in between. Nerpopo called my name with a worried face.
    

    
      “What, there’s not much to ‘fate.’ As long as you know their name and know their face, that’s fate, isn’t it?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Nerpopo looked as if he was rendered speechless by my lame “logic” of fate.
    

    
      “Nerpopo, you come too!”
    

    
      Of course, sometimes the strings of fate could entangle in strange ways, like now.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      Chapter 61: Don’t Like It? You Try Being the Lord Then
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ohh! Mana is boiling up everywhere!’
    

    
      Hot smoke was drifting up, as if there were furnaces everywhere in the dwarf city. And surprisingly enough, all of the smoke was getting sucked up towards the ceiling as if there was a good ventilation system installation.
    

    
      Among all the furnaces, there was one huge chimney occupying the highest position. I could feel mana pitching and rolling in there.
    

    
      ‘Why don’t you guys all just relax.’
    

    
      All the dwarves, who were bearded like Master Roshi, were bristling with tension as they guarded me.
    

    
      ‘So lady dwarves don’t have any beards, huh.’
    

    
      I was met with a chilly reception, but I was looking around the dwarven city without a hint of fear.
    

    
      ‘Besides the veggies they’re growing, they’re not doing nearly enough farming. So that’s why they need wheat...’
    

    
      The Dwarven Village was as big as most cities. It would definitely be impossible to feed a city this big through hunting alone. Of course, if orc meat could be eaten like pork belly, then it would be a different story.
    

    
      Clang clang! Clang clang! Clang clang! 
    

    
      ‘Sure sounds nice.’
    

    
      The clanging of the hammer matched my leisurely steps.
    

    
      “Prepare yourself!” barked the dwarven warrior walking at the front. He stopped in front of the two-story building standing in the deepest part of the city, then called politely towards the closed door, “Patriarch, a human has come looking for you from the outside.”
    

    
      “A human?”
    

    
      The voice of Cassiars, which I had heard once before, came from inside.
    

    
      Creaaak. 
    

    
      The door opened, revealing Cassiars with his white beard and short legs.
    

    
      “It is nice to meet you, esteemed Patriarch. The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, pays his respects.”
    

    
      I folded into a crisp 90°, as if greeting a neighborhood grandpa. 
    

    
      “...Lord?”
    

    
      “Haha, that is the case. I have recently come to govern Nerman. That is why I came to pay my respects—”
    

    
      “Chase him out!”
    

    
      ‘Just look at this old gentleman.’
    

    
      Patriarch Cassiars ordered the dwarves to chase me out like there was nothing more to hear.
    

    
      Cl-clang. 
    

    
      As if waiting for that order, the dwarven warriors immediately raised their axes, which looked scary enough to end a cow in one swipe, and surrounded me threateningly.
    

    
      “I heard a rumor that the magic furnace that could be called the lifeblood of the dwarves is broken...”
    

    
      I mentioned the magic furnace with a leisurely expression.
    

    
      “What would you do about that?” asked the Patriarch in surprise.
    

    
      “I am a mage.”
    

    
      With a grin, I drew on my mana. The mana locked in my mana circle whirred to life, oppressing the surroundings with its intensity.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      The dwarven warriors that could use mana were startled by the fierce mana vibration.
    

    
      “Mm...” hummed the Patriarch. He looked at me with eyes that revealed the length of his years. “Fix the magic furnace. If you do so, then we will recognize you as a friend. However, if you cannot fix it...”
    

    
      The Patriarch did not continue, fixing me with cold eyes instead.
    

    
      No words were necessary. It was left unsaid that he would bury me deep in the earth or tie me up and throw me to the orcs. 
    

    
      ‘Alright then, let’s give it a try. Magic furnace, how hard can it be?’
    

    
      This was the boldness of a person whose master was considered the best human mage around.
    

    
      “Please lead me to it,” I said with an easy air and a relaxed expression.
    

    
      If you just sat around being afraid, you wouldn’t be able to earn a thing.
    

    
      I was someone with courage.
    

    
      And the heavens would definitely reward me.
    

    
      Or well... If they didn’t, then this was it for me, lol.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      ‘Wow!’
    

    
      I followed the Patriarch, the dwarven warriors, and the hundred or so dwarves who must have heard the news and come to see.
    

    
      Before long, we arrived at the magic furnace. It was situated at the place where I had seen the huge chimney when I entered the cavern.
    

    
      Fwoooooooosh. 
    

    
      The magic furnace shone not with bright red fire, but only pale light.
    

    
      A magic circle of around 5 meters in diameter was deployed around the furnace made of ochre-red steel.
    

    
      ‘Hm? This skill, haven’t I seen it somewhere before?’
    

    
      Magic circles had set formulas, but there were also modified formulas that relied on one’s ability. In the case of magic furnaces in particular, the performance of the furnace could be worlds apart depending on the skill of the mage.
    

    
      And this furnace’s magic circle... was very familiar to my eyes. It reminded me of handiwork I had seen a few times on Earth.
    

    
      “Can you fix it?”
    

    
      Seeing me examining the magic circle closely, Patriarch Cassiars asked me with a careful tone that differed from the frigidity he had shown at first.
    

    
      “This is Archmage Aidal’s work...”
    

    
      “!! Y-you, how can you tell!?”
    

    
      As soon as Aidal, Master Bumdalf’s real name, came out, the Patriarch reeled in shock.
    

    
      “I have learned under that person’s disciple before.”
    

    
      I couldn’t go out and reveal that I was actually Master’s disciple. To put it simply, there was no knowing what Master Aidal, the Golden-Eyed Reaper, had done here. Honestly, if he was mortal enemies with the dwarves, any hope for cooperation with these prickly-tempered dwarves would go flying off to Mars.
    

    
      “OHH! How can this be! After Archmage Aidal disappeared, we searched for him so much, but to think we could meet the disciple of his disciple here! Your name was Kyre? I thank you for appearing in our time of true difficulty!”
    

    
      ‘Ara? His relationship with the dwarves was good?’
    

    
      It was a completely unexpected variable. Instead of cursing the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal with words like ‘bastard,’ ‘rotten jerk,’ or ‘f*cking servant of the devil,’ the Patriarch referred to him with honorifics. Since he was a dwarf, a race that had no interest in lying, I knew he meant it.
    

    
      “Haha, it is truly fortunate that we met. Even now, I can see that due to other mages messing up several places over the years, the mana has been slowly building up. If things went wrong, it could have resulted in a massive explosion within a month,” I said.
    

    
      “I-It was that severe??”
    

    
      “My goodness... To think it was that dangerous.”
    

    
      After the Patriarch expressed his shock, the other dwarves waiting for his reaction muttered with fearful expressions. If a massive explosion occurred here, underground, as long as you weren’t a goldfish whose head was just for decoration, you would know that this place would become your grave.
    

    
      ‘They’re pretty cowardly despite all their big muscles.’
    

    
      Of course, only I knew that it was all an exaggeration.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, massive explosion my ass, there’s a safety circuit, so it would never explode.’
    

    
      I hadn’t made it myself, but my understanding of the magic circuitry grew by leaps and bounds just by looking at it. It was true that the flow of mana had turned strange because of other mages messing with it, but the situation wasn’t so perilous that it would endanger people’s lives.
    

    
      “But who touched the magic circle so carelessly? From the looks of it, it seems they tried to increase the performance, but... Tsk tsk. I don’t know who it was, but it’s like they were trying to get themselves killed by pouring oil on their body and throwing themselves towards a Fireball.”
    

    
      I had to make sure to drive the point home—I emphasized the fact that if any other mage aside from me could die if they touched the magic circle.
    

    
      “T-That is...”
    

    
      Unable to speak, Patriarch Cassiars’ face flushed. It was definitely someone he was well-acquainted with.
    

    
      “In order to increase the performance, a Grade 2 magic crystal will be necessary. From what I can see, the magic crystal slotted in isn’t even genuine, and it will take several days for me to fix the damage to the magic circle, but is that alright with you?”
    

    
      “So you can fix it?! OHH! As expected of the disciple of Archmage Aidal’s disciple, how reliable! Those other human mages just frowned!”
    

    
      “My throat is so dry for some reason... Maybe because we are underground, but I am parched. A refreshing glass of beer would be perfect at a time like this...”
    

    
      “What are you lot doing! Hurry and prepare some beer! No, gather all the dwarves! Today, a rare friend has come, so we will hold a festival!”
    

    
      The mention of a festival came out of nowhere.
    

    
      “F-festival!”
    

    
      “WOOHOO! The Patriarch has ordered a festival!”
    

    
      “Everyone, gather in the plaza! FESTIVAAAAL!!!”
    

    
      ‘Kek, do they like festivals that much?’
    

    
      This was no ordinary level of excitement. It was like the principal announcing on speakerphone on a drowsy midsummer day during class that school was cancelled the next day. The dwarves were going that wild. The word ‘festival’ rang out all over the expansive cavern, and soon, dwarves came rushing out from the woodwork like a flood.
    

    
      And then, it began.
    

    
      The festival of the Dwarven Village, an event I could have never predicted.
    

    

    

    

    
      “Hiccup... Gurk.”
    

    
      Swoooosh. 
    

    
      ‘Urgh!’
    

    
      Have you heard of it, something called a drunken flight?
    

    
      ‘It’s spinning, spinning~ Round and round and round~’
    

    
      The terrifying festival that ensued in the great underground city of the dwarves...
    

    
      It might technically be called a festival, but in reality, it was a horrifying drinking arena to test who could drink beer the fastest and die. 
    

    
      Even the beer snack was simple.
    

    
      A single piece of well-seasoned jerky... and a huge mug.
    

    
      Interestingly enough, the mug possessed a cold attribute, like it was dredged from ice, and the dwarves came out dragging containers of beer that looked to be at least a hundred liters.
    

    
      Thump thump thump! 
    

    
      Then, it began.
    

    
      With a strange drumming noise in the background, I had to down a nearly 1 liter mug in one go.
    

    
      Everything was an unconditional one-shot.
    

    
      Even though beer ran down their white beards, the dwarves didn’t stop. And even when they reached their limit while drinking and collapsed, those terrifying drunkards never let go of their mugs.
    

    
      As if they had become enemies with alcohol in their previous lives, the dwarves emptied the beer with wild indiscretion.
    

    
      This beer culture was the only thing they had learned from humans.
    

    
      And then, I found out...
    

    
      ...That the patriarch of the Dwarven Village was not chosen by age, but by drinking ability. 
    

    
      “Hiccup...”
    

    
      In order to live, I desperately escaped the village. With a warning blaring in my mind that if I drank any more, I could die, I used the spell Fly to barrel through the stretch of booby traps before opening the stone door and returning to the outside world.
    

    
      Even amidst all of that, I made a promise. A promise with the Patriarch and all of the dwarves that I would come back in a few days to repair the magic circle, and that they would trade exclusively with me.
    

    
      “Huhu...”
    

    
      I shot into the sky before dizzily landing back onto the ground, and then using Fly again, all with a contented smile on my face.
    

    
      ‘Jackpot.’
    

    
      I had earned an enormous harvest at the Dwarven Village, a harvest that could not be calculated with money.
    

    
      Using the stars in the sky as a map, I flew towards Orakk Castle, where Bebeto was waiting.
    

    
      ‘This is where it begins. The beautiful dream of the human Kang Hyuk!’
    

    
      Even as I used Fly magic without Bebeto and leisurely continued my drunken flight through the moonless sky late at night, I made an oath.
    

    
      To fly, fly without rest until the day my dream became a reality.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      “Hurry and get out of the way! We are the Corvain Merchants that can go through every territory and castle in the empire!”
    

    
      “In the end, not a single person may enter! If you do not listen, then—!”
    

    
      Cl-cl-clang! 
    

    
      In front of Denfors’ castle gate, around 10 knights were blocking the entrance, with hundreds of archers atop the walls with their arrows on the ready. In addition, there were easily 1,000 soldiers with dangerous gleams in their eyes on the other side of the gate in battle-ready positions. 
    

    
      The Corvain Merchants stood in front of the gate, their path into the city barred. In the skies above Denfors, four wyverns with Skyknights holding Blessed Spears were blocking the approach of the mercenary wyverns.
    

    
      “I am a Vice-master of the Gauss Magic Tower. Move aside!”
    

    
      After Deputy Theske was unable to clear the path, the 6th Circle mage Harkline went forward as he revealed his position.
    

    
      Cl-clang! 
    

    
      Harkline was confidently striding towards the open castle gate when a knight’s sword blocked him.
    

    
      “Y-You impudent—!”
    

    
      Harkline’s stick-thin frame trembled like a willow in the wind. Ever since he became a mage, Harkline had never once been treated this way.
    

    
      “Do you wish to die!”
    

    
      A mere knight asked Harkline, someone who could talk at the same table with empire nobles, if he wanted to die.
    

    
      “Argh...” Harkline’s body trembled in rage that was on the verge of exploding.
    

    
      However, the situation wasn’t very good. He could deal with the knight in front of him, but even a 6th Circle mage feared a rain composed of hundreds of arrows. He would perish if he did anything.
    

    
      “Please let us meet the Lord. I mean Baronet Kyre!”
    

    
      The situation was so urgent that the words “lord” and “Baronet Kyre” automatically sprung from Theske’s mouth. In order to acquire new goods in Denfors, the caravan had gone on a forced march. They even tossed the wet wheat on the way here and came as fast as they could, but they were unable to go into the city and made to sit outside the gates.
    

    
      “Please wait a short moment! The Lord has been informed, so we will hear back soon!”
    

    
      The knights blocking the gate with their swords drawn were also people who could use mana, so they knew that there were mostly knight-level mercenaries and a high circle mage in front of them.
    

    
      However, in the end, they were not fearful and they did not retreat.
    

    
      Because this was a command sent down from their almighty lord.
    

    
      Their lord had sent down a strict command to not let anyone from the merchant group into the city.
    

    
      The skills of the native Nerman knights had grown by great strides these days. Thanks to training on the magic circles made by the Lord, their mana quantity had greatly increased. And in proportion to that increase, their loyalty to the Lord also grew to the max.
    

    
      “Everyone, make way! The Lord is here!”
    

    
      Just then, the person the Corvain Merchants had fervently awaited for, Kyre, had made his entrance.
    

    
      “Salute!”
    

    
      At the same time, the knights and soldiers cried out a military salute, their gazes directed at Kyre burning with loyalty so strong that they would easily give up their lives for his sake.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      ‘You jerks, you must be burning on the inside.’
    

    
      I had received a report ahead of time that the Corvain Merchants were coming. When the caravan was two days away, I sent the Rubis Merchants, led personally by Jamir, in a roundabout way to the Dwarven Village.
    

    
      ‘The soldiers must have gathered all the wheat by now.’
    

    
      After I arrived at Orakk Castle with my drunken Fly spells, I organized soldiers to sortie. I knew for sure that the Corvan Merchants would throw away their wet wheat and race to Denfors, so I confirmed the route and sent the soldiers.
    

    
      Nerman didn’t have enough to eat. We couldn’t just let top quality wheat become orc food.
    

    
      ‘There are 1,000 soldiers guarding the Rubis Merchants, and if the wyverns from Orakk Castle help, then they should be able to arrive there safely.’
    

    
      Thanks to Corvain’s headlong charge, quite a few monsters had lost their lives in front of the Corvain Merchants, which had various benefits for us.
    

    
      “Y-Your Lordship! Lord Kyre!”
    

    
      Theske, who had waited desperately for my arrival, yelled out at me shrilly.
    

    
      “Oh, if it isn’t Deputy Theske?”
    

    
      Even though I was the one who told the knights to restrain Theske and Co, I feigned surprise.
    

    
      ‘You guys have met your maker today.’
    

    
      These wicked merchants treated me like some kind of beggar by trying to garner resources stemming from my territory with just a few pennies. I would help them realize today that there was always a bigger fish.
    

    
      “What are you all doing? Allow Deputy Theske to come inside.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The knights blocking Theske retracted their swords to allow him in.
    

    
      “Not you.”
    

    
      “W-What!”
    

    
      Just then, the knights restrained the dry stick of a mage who was about to take the opportunity to enter with Theske.
    

    
      ‘They’re doing well. It really was worth teaching them.’
    

    
      Even knowing that he was a mage, the native Nerman knights didn’t flinch at all. The mage named Harkline turned purple with rage as he glared at me.
    

    
      ‘How dare you try to flaunt your privileges here! Bam!’
    

    
      It was absurd. On my territory, if I didn’t like them, even the emperor had to do as I pleased.
    

    
      “It seems you have something extensive to say, so let us go to my office. Prepare the horses!”
    

    
      “Pardon? Y-yes...”
    

    
      Theske, who followed me while sneaking glances at Harkline, limply got onto the prepared horse without knowing that he was caught in a spiderweb. 
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      “It is truly impressive. To be able to control Nerman so perfectly like this in such a short amount of time... I have been to countless territories, but I have never seen a place where this kind of result was achieved in a short period!”
    

    
      With tea in front of him in the covert headquarters, Theske started buttering me up with flattery. Derval had cleaned up and repaired the city nicely, and the soldiers had been reorganized, so the system was flowing smoothly. Theske had come to Nerman a few times before, so it seemed he was being honest with his admiration.
    

    
      “Alright, what matter is so important that the Deputy of the Great Corvain Merchants himself comes to my door?” I asked with an apathetic expression.
    

    
      Only the strong, not the weak, could enjoy this feeling of ease.
    

    
      “I have come to request a small amount of help from you, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      “Help? How could I possibly assist a major merchant group... Let us hear what you have to say.”
    

    
      Stroking my chin, I played dumb.
    

    
      “I heard from our branch here that all of the provisions are being acquired by the territory and that there has been a ban on acquisition by outside parties. I would be thankful if you would release that ban a little.”
    

    
      ‘You crazy? That food was so expensive.’
    

    
      I hadn’t formally become the lord, but the empire had discarded this land and Count Yaix, the former commander, had entrusted me with full authority, so I wielded a lord’s rights however I pleased.
    

    
      As one of those rights, I restricted the outside acquisition of imported provisions. The provisions ordered through the Rubis Merchants and various other merchant groups continued flowing in, so Nerman didn’t have to fear starvation for the time being, but I maintained the restriction on outside acquisition.
    

    
      On his or her territory, a lord was as powerful as the emperor.
    

    
      If an imperial mandate came down, then the lord would have to follow it, but Nerman and I were already discarded, so we were free from Bajran Empire law.
    

    
      Theske knew that and implored me to release the outside acquisition ban. He must have realized the atmosphere here from the authoritarian attitudes of my knights and soldiers.
    

    
      “It is a difficult request. As you probably know, Deputy Theske, the acquired provisions were purchased from my own pocket. Moreover, Nerman cannot currently farm, and when the rainy season comes soon, the movement of the merchant groups will be hindered, so we need a great amount of provisions. So for you to ask me to release the ban is...”
    

    
      I made a troubled expression while stating reasons that even Theske would be aware of.
    

    
      “Just around 200 carriages is enough. Even if they are not top quality, upper quality will suffice. Since you say you used your personal funds, we will give you the appropriate compensation. Your Lordship, I am asking you with all my sincerity, so please listen to this humble one’s request.”
    

    
      His confidence and pride from our first meeting was nowhere to be seen. Instead, Theske was even saying something like ‘this humble one’ now.
    

    
      Unless they were going to duke it out, a merchant would definitely choose to bow their heads like this.
    

    
      “I also want to help, but it costs more than a few pennies... The market price here in Nerman is more expensive than in other places, you know...”
    

    
      This electrifying feeling of reeling in a hooked fish as it struggled... Call me vicious, but this guy was the fearless one who provoked me first.
    

    
      “We will compensate you with 1 Gold for each sack of wheat,” gritted Theske like he was yielding some great generosity.
    

    
      It was a considerable amount. Including the costs of guarding it, the fee I paid the merchant group to acquire our wheat was around 1 Silver per sack. But Theske was calling out a price 10 times as high. He must be desperate enough to give up on the gluttonous calculation of a merchant that sought profit in every corner.
    

    
      “That is... There’s also the hazard pay, and storage fee to store it every day, and we had to buy cats for the mice... And the payroll of the soldiers guarding the warehouse has also been pushed back...”
    

    
      I looked out the window while spouting nonsense.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      In the silence, I could hear Theske taking deep, ragged breaths.
    

    
      He was probably grinding his teeth into powder at this point. He would be well aware that I was babbling nonsense right now.
    

    
      But what could he do?
    

    
      The one in the regrettable situation wasn’t me, but Theske and the Corvain Merchants.
    

    
      To put it bluntly, if they didn’t like it, then they could try being the lord.
    

    
      “We... We will compensate you with 3 Gold each.”
    

    
      With a trembling voice, Theske presented 3 Gold per sack.
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, a profit of 30 times appeared.
    

    
      If I kept doing business like this, I felt like I would become the richest person on the continent in no time.
    

    
      “3 Gold? Hooh, well, I’m not completely pleased, but in consideration for the Deputy and the Corvain Merchants, I will allow it. And I have one condition.”
    

    
      “A condition?”
    

    
      The guy must be thinking of me as a daylight robber right now. His face stiffened slightly again.
    

    
      “While you are at it, pass over the golden token endorsed by Corvain right away. And yesterday, a new traveling tax and territory usage tax were established. After doing the calculations, while the Corvain Merchants were on their trade route here, the traveling tax for all the people going through the territory, the price of the orcs and monsters caught and eaten by the wyverns, the repair fees for the farmland your carriages damaged, and the price of the grass and water consumed by your horses, the total adds up to 15,520 Gold. You will have to pay that along with the compensation for the wheat, I’m afraid.”
    

    
      “Wh-what kind of...”
    

    
      He probably wanted to say “nonsense” after that, but Theske endured and clamped down his lips.
    

    
      “Why, don’t want to pay the tax?” I egged him on.
    

    
      “N-no... We will settle the payment right away!”
    

    
      Biting his lips, Theske stamped down his fury.
    

    
      ‘You guys made me evil.’
    

    
      I still remembered his scornful and threatening appearance when we first met. This is why you needed power. It was so that you didn’t end up in a wretched and disgusting plight.
    

    
      “Haha, as expected of a major merchant group. For you to pay the taxes for Nerman’s sake without reserve, I will give you a special 10% discount next time.”
    

    
      I fanned a burning house as I thoroughly harassed him to the point that he would sputter awake from a deep sleep at the mere mention of my name.
    

    
      “Then, I am busy, so I will leave now,” said Theske, trying to leave in a hurry in case he lost more money to my clutches.
    

    
      “What, going so soon? You should go after a meal, at least!”
    

    
      Of course, I couldn’t forget the warm manners(?) of a Korean person.
    

    
      “N-No thank you. Please invite me next time. Then, good bye.”
    

    
      Bending his waist low, Theske fled the office and disappeared like the wind.
    

    
      “Huhu... I still haven’t stripped you down to the hairs of your ass. Just you wait.”
    

    
      This was only the beginning.
    

    
      In any case, both Theske and I knew very well that there wouldn’t be any reason for us to meet a second time in the future.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 62: Portrait of a Warrior
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Sir, all of the preparations are complete,” said the assistant merchant cautiously to Theske, who was glaring at Denfors Castle with a scowl.
    

    
      ‘F*cking bastard!’
    

    
      Theske ground his teeth. Just recalling that disrespectful, brightly smiling face made him flush with hot rage.
    

    
      He had conducted countless trades and met countless people during his time as a deputy of the merchant group, but this was the first trade where he took such a loss and got backhanded so damn straight in the face.
    

    
      Today was the most humiliating day of Theske’s life.
    

    
      Grinding his teeth, Theske let the resentment build up in his chest.
    

    
      “Vice-master Harkline, when will the Tower Master come...”
    

    
      “Hmpf! Do you think the Tower Master can just get up and leave whenever?”
    

    
      “Th-then... Who will fix the magic furnace...”
    

    
      Seeing that Harkline was spewing bloodthirst like a furious, venomous snake, Theske suppressed his anger and spoke with careful politeness. Corvain might be a major merchant group, but a high circle mage could not be treated carelessly. If they abandoned all goodwill with a magic tower, then they could be struck at any time by lightning. All a mage had to do was pretend not to see a caravan on a trade route and let loose a few rounds of magic from a long distance, and the merchant group would meet its ruin. Moreover, mages from magic towers were affiliated with magic towers in every empire and kingdom, so they wielded quite a lot of influence. One had to exercise utter caution and then some.
    

    
      “Vice-master Andrike, a specialist in magic circles, will come here by wyvern. So don’t worry too much and take care of the merchant group matters properly!”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Theske bowed his head politely. It was a merchant’s way to humble oneself like this in order to live even when it was dirty, disgraceful, and disgusting.
    

    
      ‘This is all because of that bastard Kyre! That bastard!!’
    

    
      The money was all paid, but that bastard Kyre used soldiers to load the wheat onto the carriages with excruciating slowness. Work that could be settled in half a day with laborers took three whole days to accomplish.
    

    
      Of course, it did require some time for the Grade 2 magic crystal and someone specialized in magic circles to arrive, but just looking at the proceedings pissed Theske off. 
    

    
      Not only that, but the soldiers that finished loading the wheat demanded 1 Gold each as extra wages. Claiming that they were high-class manpower, they doggedly insisted on receiving 1 Gold each. The soldiers clearly took after their lord, here in this land full of money thieves.
    

    
      Theske resolved to receive thorough compensation for the loss he accrued this time when he returned to the merchant group.
    

    
      “There he comes.”
    

    
      Just then, Theske could see three wyverns flying towards them from afar. Decked in the emblem of the Gauss Magic Tower, a crescent moon and sun on a magic rune plate, the grey wyverns landed slowly in front of the caravan.
    

    
      A mage of short stature was standing in the lead. On the sleeve of his airplate were six distinct golden lines.
    

    
      The 6th Circle mage Andrike, a different vice-master of the Gauss Magic Tower, was here.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Swooooooosh! 
    

    
      After confirming the departure of the Corvain Merchants, I immediately set off on Bebeto. The Rubis Merchants should have reached the entrance of the Dwarven Village that I had told them about around now.
    

    
      ‘I have to settle matters as soon as possible.’
    

    
      Waiting there was the Rubis Merchants, led by Jamir.
    

    
      I would have liked to sell the dwarven products myself, but that was also no way to go about things. Yes, I could easily secure an enormous amount of profit that way, but discarding a good relationship over a few pennies wasn’t something a proper human should do.
    

    
      ‘It’s dangerous with just the soldiers.’
    

    
      I had assembled the most elite troops at my disposal to guard the caravan: 1,000 people from Denfors, combined with another 1,000 soldiers from Orakk Castle, as well as a wyvern flight from some of the Skyknights stationed in Orakk Castle.
    

    
      As long as the Temir and the monsters didn’t attack at the same time, the North was not dangerous.
    

    
      However, the future was unpredictable. If the Temir realized the sudden gap in the forces and attacked, then the wyvern flight I had painstakingly prepared might be injured. ‘Who knew I would be using the Grade 2 magic crystal for something like this?’
    

    
      If the pirates hadn’t given us this magic crystal, I would have been hard-pressed to fix the magic furnace of the dwarves.
    

    
      ‘We need more holy water in order to hatch the wyvern eggs... I wonder how Aramis is faring.’
    

    
      Luring a temple to Nerman was almost impossible. No matter how much competition there was among the temples, no one would go out of their way to do charity work costing tons of money in such a dangerous place.
    

    
      That’s why I wrote a letter to Aramis.
    

    
      In Luna Village, Aramis had told me... that she would do anything for me.
    

    
      So I shamelessly sent her a letter.
    

    
      I only knew one person who was a pure priestess, after all.
    

    
      That person was Priestess Aramis.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Thu-thump! Thu-thump! Thu-thump-thump!
      
    

    
      I pounded the new rhythm for calling the dwarves on the stone wall.
    

    
      ‘I should give them a communication device next time.’
    

    
      “The dwarves are living here? No wonder,” exclaimed Jamir as he watched my actions closely.
    

    
      He may be a leading member of a major merchant group, but he couldn't have known that the dwarves were living in a place like this.
    

    
      “The preparations are perfect, right?”
    

    
      “Of course. You can trust me as much as I trust you, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘Wow, this gentleman! Are you telling me not to trust you right now, then?’
    

    
      I seriously had no idea why he would say something like that. Trusting in whom? Me? Even I couldn’t trust myself, but others seemed to do so.
    

    
      Greaaaaaak. 
    

    
      A short while later, the stone door opened wide.
    

    
      “Welcome, friend!”
    

    
      “Patriarch, your beard has grown even cooler in the few days we were apart. You would be popular no matter where you go, even in the human world.”
    

    
      “Haha, thanks for the nice compliment.”
    

    
      “This person here is the person in charge of the merchant group I trust. He will supply the necessary goods for the Dwarven Village in the future.”
    

    
      “I am Jamir of the Rubis Merchants. It is an honor to be able to meet the Clansmen of Rock.” Jamir gave a polite greeting.
    

    
      “For a human merchant, your eyes are clear.”
    

    
      Even though the Patriarch Cassiars doled praises to humans very sparingly, he complimented Jamir after seeing the merchant’s eyes.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre!”
    

    
      “Nerpopo, haha! Have you been well?”
    

    
      “Yes! Please come inside. Everyone is waiting.”
    

    
      “Let us go inside, friend.”
    

    
      The word “friend” was always so nice to hear.
    

    
      And when the dwarves amiably called me that, Jamir’s face filled with shock. He should know pretty well too that a dwarf accepting someone as their friend was even harder to see than an orc sharing a cow it hunted.
    

    
      “Sir Shailt, go command the soldiers.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Coming all this way without the help of Skyknights was impossible. In their bull-headed charge, the Corvain Merchants had slaughtered or chased off the monsters in the vicinity, but the monster numbers had been restored to a certain extent after a few days. Thus, on our way here, there had been several battles, and even now, the soldiers were ready for battle.
    

    
      ‘Shall we go collect some money now?’
    

    
      My steps were light as I entered the Dwarven City with the dwarves.
    

    
      I was well aware of the ancestors’ wisdom that flies always intrude on a feast, so I didn’t want to waste any time.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “W-What did you say?! The Rubis Merchants departed towards the area of the Dwarven Village from Denfors??”
    

    
      “Yes, Deputy Theske. Several mercenaries in charge of information in the merchant group definitely said that.”
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      Lumikar birds were the fastest in the continent and could fly 1,000 km without a single break, so they were used in every empire and kingdom as messenger birds. One lumikar landed on the recognition magic orb, delivering an emergency message from the Gauss branch in Denfors.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk. How can you take care of matters this poorly!” Listening from the side, Harkline abruptly clicked his tongue.
    

    
      “I-It should be fine. There are very few people who know how to get to the Dwarven Village. And even if they do somehow find it, the dwarves will remain faithful to the contract, so there is absolutely no reason for concern.”
    

    
      “If something happens and the dwarves are swayed by a contract of incredible conditions, will you take responsibility for it, Deputy Theske? Your life alone will not suffice for such a loss, but it is good to see how confident you are.”
    

    
      The mage Harkline smirked as he provoked Theske. He originally had a prickly temperament, but because of the stress he accumulated this last fortnight, the mage’s temper had become even dirtier.
    

    
      “Bring Leader Cedrian here! Right this instant!”
    

    
      “Understood!”
    

    
      The completely unexpected message threw Theske into a panic.
    

    
      ‘Kyre... It can’t be that bastard, right?’
    

    
      And at that moment, a certain evil black-haired devil came to mind.
    

    
      ‘No, how could he manage that...’
    

    
      However, the unlikelihood made Theske shake his head and dismiss the thought.
    

    
      If Harkline’s words were true, then Theske’s life was forfeit. No, it wasn’t just the money and honor he had accumulated until now, but also his family; they would definitely all be sold into slavery.
    

    
      ‘I will kill him! No matter what it takes!’
    

    
      If the improbable became reality, there would be no other way. Since he had enough forces with him to flip the likes of Nerman upside down in a single night, Theske decided to kill Kyre.
    

    
      Kiiiiioooooooooo. 
    

    
      Wyverns flew above his head in the sky.
    

    
      Two 6th Circle Masters and twenty-three wyverns in total.
    

    
      It was a force that could fight in a full-scale war against most duchies.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Whirr, whirr, whirr. 
    

    
      ‘Seriously, no matter where—or when—I see them, a magic circle made by Master is phenomenal.’
    

    
      I’ve had the pleasure of “tasting” a variety of Master’s magic circles on Earth. I was also  someone who had personally experienced a dimension travel magic circle that even a dragon couldn’t accomplish, but the more I saw and learned, the more fascinated I was by magic.
    

    
      ‘To think I even got something like this. Huhu, what a catch.’
    

    
      Using the magic circle repair as an excuse, I received the most vital magic tool for mages—a mithril welder.
    

    
      It was a valuable tool that allowed one to weld mithril in its liquid state onto a detailed magic circuit. Like a fountain pen, as long as you put in a cartridge of liquid mithril, you could make a mana circuit at any time.
    

    
      Looking like a thick pen, the liquid mithril inside the welder greeted me with a sloshing dance.
    

    
      ‘This part of the magic circle was the problem. I don’t know who it was, but they were seriously stupid. Just drawing a single line like this sent critical mana to other places, but they didn’t even know that. Tsk tsk.’
    

    
      If other mages were here, they would froth at the mouth and try to stop me. It was basic logic that one shouldn’t carelessly touch a completed magic circle unless they were the maker or an archmage wielding mastery over everything.
    

    
      Sizzzzzle. 
    

    
      I threw that logic to the wind and drew liquid from the mithril welder, completing the insufficient areas of the magic circle.
    

    
      ‘Hooh, so there was this kind of principle as well.’
    

    
      As was becoming for a magic furnace capable of incredible firepower, the magic circle was extremely complicated. Dozens of arrays, like a fire magic circle, control magic circle, and deceleration magic circle were pieced together like gears in a clock.
    

    
      As I continued to repair the askew portions of the magic circle, I realized new truths one by one. Knowledge crammed into my head and knowledge realized from seeing it personally were heaven and earth apart.
    

    
      ‘Ah... It’s truly amazing!’
    

    
      In case my fraud was exposed, I had barred the dwarves from the room where the magic circle was located. So I was alone as I appreciated the magic circle and repaired it. Overflowing emotion rushed into my chest uncontrollably.
    

    
      ‘If this is substituted in 6th Circle magic formulas... This is—!’
    

    
      Kaboom! 
    

    
      Countless magic formulas began to rip through my head as if a floodgate was bursting open. Meshing with the magic circle I was working on, the magic formulas began a dance of magic in my head all on their own.
    

    
      Whiiirrr whiiiirrr. 
    

    
      I closed my eyes.
    

    
      ‘T-The circle wall is about to break!’
    

    
      It was the wall of the 6th Circle, which had made me worry so much because I had no idea when it was coming. Swiftly assuming the mana breathing position, I allowed the magic knowledge to romp around inside my head.
    

    
      I saw the 1st Circle Fire spell and a Fire Burst magic circle overlapping and turning into the 6th Circle Fire Explosion spell, and the 4th Circle Frost Ring spell combining with Ice Ball to cast the 7th Circle AOE spell, Blizzard.
    

    
      ‘Ah...’
    

    
      It wasn’t one plus one equals two, but three, five, and ten—that was the astonishing mutability of magic. What I considered as common sense was destroyed as new magic formulas were created, established, and organized.
    

    
      Craaaaack. 
    

    
      And just like how a chick cracked its egg and emerged into the world, the mana circles that had been lingering in the 5th Circle cracked as they transformed yet again.
    

    
      The enlightenment of magic always came at such unexpected moments.
    

    
      My whole body trembled with genuine delight, savoring the hot taste of the enlightenment that I would have never been able to experience if not for being a mage.
    

    
      KABOOOOOM! 
    

    
      At some point, the magic knowledge dancing around in my head gathered at one side of my head as if preparing for a nuclear explosion and exploded like a firework.
    

    
      Ziiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnng. 
    

    
      And then, as if waiting for that moment, a mana circle was formed at my waist.
    

    
      I could perfectly feel one, two, three, four, five, and finally, six... 
    

    
      ‘I did it!’
    

    
      Even in my dreams, I had longed to overcome the 6th Circle wall.
    

    
      And today, I finally broke through.
    

    
      The 6th Circle enlightenment had come while researching the magic circle.
    

    
      I opened my eyes.
    

    
      “Haa...”
    

    
      I could see. 
    

    
      The world looked different from when I was a 5th Circle mage.
    

    
      It was as if the world was sketched out in minute detail, and I felt as if I could even see the particles of mana floating around.
    

    
      ‘My senses have become more precise!’
    

    
      I tried raising my hand.
    

    
      It was definitely the same hand that had always been attached to my body, but it was different now.
    

    
      It was as if I wasn’t the one controlling my hand, but my hand controlling me; an extremely precise and certain feeling traveled up my nerves all over my body.
    

    
      ‘S-So this is the 6th Circle.’
    

    
      It finally struck me.
    

    
      I wasn’t awed by the simple numerical increase of an additional mana circle, but the intense wave of emotion I felt from the mana that revitalized my entire body and consciousness.
    

    
      “HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      Joyful laughter roared out of my mouth.
    

    
      How could anyone become a 6th Circle mage at my age?
    

    
      Even in the empire, you could become an imperial mage just for being a 6th Circle mage, and you would be recognized as a skilled talent who could easily receive a viscount title.
    

    
      And because my upper, middle, and lower dantian were filled with mana, the quantity of my mana wasn’t at the level of the 6th Circle, but nearly the 7th Circle.
    

    
      Now, I had nearly nothing to fear.
    

    
      I was confident that I could destroy nearly anybody if they stood in my way.
    

    
      ‘I’ve earned money! Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Every bit of capability could be calculated into money. Once you became a 6th Circle mage, you could make most magic circles. At the same time, an increase in my capability was directly connected to Nerman’s strength. Now all I had to do was rake in the cash.
    

    
      “W-What happened!”
    

    
      “Lord Kyre!”
    

    
      People who had been waiting very far away came running over in alarm.
    

    
      “Haha, it is nothing. The repair of the magic circle is all done. Now the magic crystal needs to be replaced and it will be finished.”
    

    
      “Ah... So that’s the case.”
    

    
      “Phew. Mana was fluctuating wildly, so I thought something had happened.”
    

    
      Patriarch Cassiars, Nerpopo, and Jamir breathed sighs of relief.
    

    
      “Patriarch, how about it. What do you think about holding another festival today?”
    

    
      “I’d like to, but we’re all out of beer...”
    

    
      They wouldn’t understand my feeling of wanting to share my happiness, but the Patriarch and all the other dwarves loved to play and drink, so there was no way they would refuse a festival. However, Patriarch Cassiars slumped as he said the village was all out of beer.
    

    
      “Executive Jamir, I’ll leave things to you.”
    

    
      “Please do not worry. There is beer for the respected dwarves to drink in the carriages. It will be perfectly fine to throw a festival.”
    

    
      “Ohhhh! You are a truly outstanding merchant. Hahahaha. Then what are we waiting for? Today is the glorious day the friend of the dwarves finally fixed the magic furnace. If you’re a dwarf who knows how to regale in the joys of life, you should of course enjoy a festival! Spread the news! We’re holding a festival today!”
    

    
      “WOOHOOOO! The Patriarch has ordered a festival!”
    

    
      “IT’S A FESTIVAL! FESTIVAAL!!!!”
    

    
      At the Patriarch’s one mention of “festival,” the deafening cheers of the dwarves rang out once again in the enormous underground city. Jamir was dumbfounded by the sight. 
    

    
      ‘Today, we eat ‘til we drop! What more can you ask for in life?! Uhahahahaha!’
    

    
      With a magic crystal worth hundreds of thousands of Gold in my hand, I laughed as much as I wanted in my heart.
    

    
      Well, there were more things to ask for in life, but for today, I was a very content fellow.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Urghhh! You dare...”
    

    
      Theske savagely bared the rage he’d been clamping down.
    

    
      The mercenary Skyknights that went on recon had relayed the information that around 2,000 soldiers were protecting Rubis carriages on the plains under the Dwarven Village.
    

    
      “Kuku, Kyre, that bastard, his guts have truly grown past his body. To look down on the Corvain Merchants and our magic tower...”
    

    
      The mage Harkline exuded as much bloodthirst as Theske. The humiliation he suffered at Denfors Castle and the contempt from Kyre had mangled the mage’s pride to the point that he would never be able to forget it in this lifetime. 
    

    
      “How many wyverns did they have again?”
    

    
      “Including the wyvern of the one named Kyre, they have around five. Among them are also Temir wyverns.”
    

    
      His rage visible for only a short moment, Theske returned to his merchant posture, maintaining a frosty air as he listened to the assistant merchant’s words. He turned to Harkline. “It seems the Gauss Magic Tower will have to help us. We will compensate you satisfactorily.”
    

    
      “We are on the same boat, in any case, are we not? We shall assist with all our strength.”
    

    
      “But who exactly is this ‘Kyre?’ I have never heard about him before, but is he strong enough to interfere in Corvain’s affairs?”
    

    
      Vice-master Andrike, who was as short as a dwarf and had been listening in silence, turned his large head towards Theske and asked a question.
    

    
      “He is an outstanding person, someone who swallowed the Nerman Plains in just a few months. And... he is the son of a devil. He must absolutely be killed,” said Theske, giving his rational evaluation of Kyre.
    

    
      ‘He’s dangerous. If he’s left to grow, he will endanger the merchant group, no, the entire continent!’
    

    
      There still wasn’t any information saying that Kyre had completed a trade with the dwarves. However, if that really happened, then the moment Theske found out, Kyre would be consigned to death.
    

    
      Money was like life to a merchant group.
    

    
      In all of history, there wasn’t a single merchant group known to survive after getting its prey snatched from it one by one.
    

    
      Knowing that, the merchant groups waged their own endless war in the hidden darkness.
    

    
      A war where money, not land, was taken and taken from, a war fiercer than any other...
      

    

    
      ‘J-Jackpot!’
    

    
      Words could not describe my joy.
    

    
      Thanks to becoming a friend of the dwarves, the various goods for daily life, including wheat, were swiftly exchanged for dwarven products of incredible value.
    

    
      All the dwarves had on their hands was time and metal. The only enjoyment in their lives was eating, sleeping, and festivals; the rest of their time was spent endlessly making things.
    

    
      Imbued with a dwarven craftsman’s spirit, the creations that did emerge in the human world and were cherished for many years and lauded as masterpieces.
    

    
      ‘T-That sword looks super killer!’
    

    
      The sword was gleaming with a blue light as it exuded a frosty air that was obvious at first glance.
    

    
      And it wasn’t just one or two products of such quality.
    

    
      There were easily hundreds of excellent swords getting dredged from the dwarf warehouse and transported outside.
    

    
      ‘Those armors! Ohh! I wonder how amazing the jewelry is?’
    

    
      Having almost completely severed contact with humans, the dwarves had no real need for human currency.
    

    
      Instead, the dwarves were all drooling as they watched the younger dwarves bringing enormous beer barrels into the city, and I was gulping as I watched the dwarven goods getting moved outside.
    

    
      “We’ve loaded the mithril armor for wyverns on the carriages as well. Unfortunately, because our magic furnace broke down, we could only make five.”
    

    
      “Haha. That is perfectly fine. We’ll be seeing each other often in the future, so how can something like that be of any importance?”
    

    
      “That’s true. Between friends, how can such matters be important?”
    

    
      I decided to treat Cassiars, who respected me for being the disciple of Aidal’s disciple, as a grandpa, and Cassiars accepted that treatment readily. 
    

    
      “I will come frequently to visit. I have a blueprint and alloy for a dravit I designed and would like to research it together with you all.”
    

    
      “Ohh! A new blueprint and alloy? You’re saying there are still alloys in the human world that we dwarves do not know about?”
    

    
      As to be expected from the metal-crazy dwarves, Cassiars and the dwarves next to him rejoiced with wide eyes. Their sparkling eyes reminded me of kindergarteners that just learned a new dance routine.
    

    
      ‘My goodness, where else can you find such gratifying people. Thank you, elders~ ♬’
    

    
      I ardently expressed my thanks inside my heart as Jamir and I reached the exit of the Dwarven City.
    

    
      Greaaaaaaak. 
    

    
      And so, the trade was safely completed, and after exchanging a regretful bye-bye with the dwarves that followed us all the way to the exit, the stone door closed a short while later.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre! I respect you!”
    

    
      Once the dwarves disappeared, Jamir immediately bowed low as he expressed his respect.
    

    
      “What, for just this much... Ahem ahem. Let us get going.”
    

    
      His respect was only natural—we had, after all, just exchanged some goods that didn’t even cost much for incredibly precious dwarven masterpieces.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. I’ve earned at least 10 million Gold!’
    

    
      It was an enormous sum equivalent to the amount most large territories would make in a year. It was Jackpot #2 after the deal with the pirates.
    

    
      “Please do not worry and entrust the selling of the merchandise to our merchant group. We will take just a 20% margin and return the rest to you.”
    

    
      Merchant groups in the continent usually took a 50% profit like it was no big deal. However, that was that and this was this, so Jamir promised to take a meager 20%.
    

    
      Fervor was flowing from his whole body. Up until now, the Rubis Merchants had lacked dwarven goods, so they had been one of the weaker companies among the continental Big 5. If you missed out on a chance like this to level up and become the best, you’d be no dumber than a goldfish with bricks as a brain.
    

    
      “How can those minor details be important between us two? Besides the wyvern mithril armor and a few other goods, I’ll entrust the handling to you. Just give me 10 million Gold.”
    

    
      “Haha. I fear I won’t be able to escape this fiery charm of yours, Lord Kyre. We will pay 10 million Gold. And in the future, all goods you purchase through the Rubis Merchants will only have a 10% fee.”
    

    
      “Thank you. Hahaha.”
    

    
      He was technically my elder, but I didn’t bother with formal speech anymore. There was absolutely nothing to regret, in both here and on Earth, class and rank were just stupid pretenses anyway.
    

    
      ‘We’ve got the cash. Now it’s time for full-fledged territory development!’
    

    
      The organization of soldiers was mostly finished, and the money was prepared, too. The only thing left now was to start the historical task of clearing the territory of monsters.
    

    
      After reaching the 6th Circle, my head had become clearer. My thoughts progressed quickly as I sketched out various plans.
    

    
      ‘Hm? That wyvern is...’
    

    
      While I was happily descending the mountain with Jamir, I saw three wyverns in the distance.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Did they already find out?’
    

    
      But too bad, everything was already finished.
    

    
      There was nothing to fear.
    

    
      Anyone who blocked my path would get their ass cooked by the hot Fireball of a 6th Circle mage.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      The soldiers, who had received proper military training unlike the mercenaries, marched through the plains with crisp movements that were pleasing to the eye.
    

    
      Neeeiigh, neeeeiigh. 
    

    
      The caravan had been put together using every single horse we had. Thanks to the brief dry season of spring, the plains were dry, and the carriages moved without difficulty towards Denfors.
    

    
      Swooooooosh! 
    

    
      ‘These guys are saying they wanna duke it out, hm?’
    

    
      I confirmed from the air that the Corvain Merchants were camped out in the direction we were headed towards.
    

    
      ‘They have twenty-three wyverns in total. It’s a bit of a shame.’
    

    
      I had called eight wyverns from Orakk Castle. Even for me, twenty-three wyverns was a frightening number.
    

    
      ‘We have to avoid as much damage to the knights as possible.’
    

    
      The Skyknights were like my own blood. It felt as if their vows of loyalty towards me were still ringing in my ear. And in return for those vows, I was duty bound to lead them all to the glorious future I dreamed of.
    

    
      Lord of Nerman, Kyre.
    

    
      I was Nerman’s master.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “When the battle between the wyverns begins, immediately charge with the mercenaries.”
    

    
      “Must this really be done...? We’re receiving more money, so we don’t have any grounds to complain, but if relations with the Bajran Empire were to be damaged because of this...”
    

    
      Leader Cedrian of the Herz Mercenaries had kept his mouth shut until now, but he cautiously tried once again to stop them.
    

    
      In exchange for the battle, Herz would receive over 2 million Gold in cash—enough to acquire a wyvern—as well as half of the seized merchandise as spoils.
    

    
      To be honest, it was a ridiculous battle.
    

    
      The mercenary Skyknights alone were more than enough, but the three mages from the Gauss Magic Tower were truly frightening existences as well. On top of that, they had 500 mercenaries who could use Aura Blade, each of whom could slaughter a regular soldier in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      Their force was impossible to oppose.
    

    
      However, their opponent was a noble of the Bajran Empire and someone who was rumored to have been appointed as Nerman’s lord. If a conflict were to occur with the empire for whatever reason, then things would become a pain in the ass not just for Corvain, but also Herz.
    

    
      “I will take responsibility for everything. Leader Cedrian should just move as the contract states.”
    

    
      After hearing the report that the Rubis Merchants completed the contract with the dwarves and were coming with their carriages full of dwarven products, Theske’s reason had snapped.
    

    
      Why else would Theske want to wage a battle like this instead of running the caravan? But now he had no other choice and nowhere to flee.
    

    
      ‘I’ll kill you and chew your bones, you bastard!’
    

    
      Theske had experienced the greatest humiliation of his entire life. All the pride he’d maintained until now was nowhere in his thoughts, replaced by pure resentment and hatred towards Kyre.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap! 
    

    
      “D-Deputy Theske, they have finally appeared.”
    

    
      One of the Skyknights flying around waved a red flag from above.
    

    
      “Order the attack! Right this instant!” ordered Theske to the grimacing Cedrian.
    

    
      Harkline had already boarded one of the wyverns from Gauss. Saying that he would destroy Kyre’s body with his own hands, Harkline replaced one of the mages and personally flew into the air.
    

    
      ‘Sigh... It can’t be helped.’
    

    
      Leader Cedrian let out a long sigh.
    

    
      The only thing he could do now was to go into battle just as his contract stated.
    

    
      ‘That person, he’s strong. In the end, he’s not an easy opponent.’
    

    
      Cedrian was a mercenary thick and through.
    

    
      His chest felt uncomfortable thinking of Kyre, who had worn an inscrutable smile. At the rumor that Kyre had brought peace to Nerman on his own, Cedrian had thought that rumors really couldn’t be trusted, but when he saw Kyre in person, he had felt himself growing cold.  
    

    
      A strong person.
    

    
      That guy was truly a strong person.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Sensing the bloodthirst filling the skies, Bebeto let out a loud roar to announce his existence. 
    

    
      KIOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      KYUUUUUUU! 
    

    
      Eight wyverns followed his lead, roaring with eight different voices. Just like how Native Americans would prove their courage with whoops before a battle, the wyverns were igniting their battle spirit.
    

    
      ‘So in the end, they’ve decided to die.’
    

    
      It was a fact that the trade with the dwarves was a huge vested business, but this was a world of the victors where business could change at any moment.
    

    
      It was the logic of the world that if oil prices suddenly rose, you would buy a bunch to stockpile it, but at the same time the prices could also suddenly plummet the very next day.
    

    
      Thinking that you could always have a monopoly was merely the imagination of foolish merchants.
    

    
      Moreover, Nerman was my turf. They couldn’t just take what was mine for free. I didn’t know or care how they did things in the past, but in the future, as long as I was here, it wouldn’t be the same.
    

    
      I silently raised my hand.
    

    
      And then, I pointed at the enemies flying vigorously towards us in attack formation, giving the order for my flight to attack.
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      The sound of the wyverns powerfully beating their wings came rushing into my helmet.
    

    
      ‘Be safe, everyone. My knights...’
    

    
      We hadn’t spent long with each other and hadn’t even eaten a proper meal together, but the Skyknights flying with me right now were my reborn knights.
    

    
      In the end, I didn’t want to lose any of them.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go!”
    

    
      GUOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      At my command, Bebeto beat his wings hard as he sprang forward. 
    

    
      I felt the dynamic movements of his wing muscles with my entire body, as well as the electrifying tension.
    

    
      I took a Blessed Spear in one hand.
    

    
      ‘Let us make another mark in history today! In the legend of me, Kyre!’
    

    
      The wyverns were within range.
    

    
      Fwip! 
    

    
      I traced the incredible speed of the spear’s path as it cut through the air.
    

    
      Flash! Flash! Flash! 
    

    
      A wave of spears were flying towards me, at least 10 at a single glance.
    

    
      Another two spears, one in each hand!
    

    
      Swoooooooosh. 
    

    
      Believing in me, Bebeto continued his frontal charge towards the spears.
    

    
      The fight had begun.
    

    
      Now, this battle would not end until someone died.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Wow...”
    

    
      “Geh....”
    

    
      Sounds of astonishment fell from the lips of mercenaries who had all experienced their fair share of battle.
    

    
      A battle of 23 wyverns against 9.
    

    
      It was no common sight.
    

    
      Even in a territory battle, there would only be ten wyverns at most in total; a battle with over thirty could only be seen in a battle between nations. 
    

    
      But today, the mercenaries were able to spectate an unforeseen battle in the skies.
    

    
      The Skyknights hurled Blessed Spears as they flew towards each other at incredible speeds.
    

    
      The spectators didn’t even have time to pick sides. The battle began the moment the trail of the spears could be followed with the eyes and was already hurtling towards its completion.
    

    
      “!! How can that be!”
    

    
      “It’s dangerous!!!”
    

    
      And then, they saw it—
    

    
      A black wyvern with golden stripes sprang to the front, and ten spears cut through the wind towards it.
    

    
      The distance was around 2.5 km. It wasn’t a distance where precise shots could be made, but the distance was rendered irrelevant by the sheer number of spears.
    

    
      All of the mercenaries’ eyes turned towards the golden-striped wyvern.
    

    
      FLASH! 
    

    
      The unarmored wyvern charged towards the spears without even dodging. At the moment when everyone was thinking that the spears were almost there and the wyvern could no longer dodge, a great wave of light burst out in the air, blinding their eyes.
    

    
      Clang clang clang clang clang clang clang! 
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      They couldn’t see the moment of impact due to the powerful light, but their ears registered loud explosions. Hearing the sound of thunder booming above them, the mercenaries rubbed their eyes as they squinted into the sky with urgency.
    

    
      “H-How can this be!”
    

    
      “Ohh! My god!”
    

    
      And then, they saw it.
    

    
      The sight of one man who had cleared the wave of spears, narrowed the distance in mere moments, and was hurling a spear at one of the mercenary wyverns.
    

    
      KYAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      Before they knew what was going on, one wyvern took a spear to the body and was screeching in agony.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      And then, a silver bird appeared.
    

    
      “I-It’s a spirit!”
    

    
      “A Shuriel! A Shuriel appeared!”
    

    
      Shocked cries from the mercenaries rang out everywhere.
    

    
      Their eyes were focused on the man who was flying like a heavenly god with a Blessed Spear in his hand and Shuriel, the wind spirit, which was flapping its silver wings next to him.
    

    
      The mercenaries saw everything with their very own eyes.
    

    
      Their instincts were unmistakably telling them to watch that man’s back.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      
        Craaash!
      
    

    
      The mercenaries were different from other Skyknights. Even amidst their surprise from seeing me rebounding their Blessed Spears with magic, they instinctively activated the Shield magic installed in their wyvern armors. The spears I threw crashed into their shields and rebounded with a burst of sparks.
    

    
      ‘They’re quite something. Huhu.’
    

    
      It was a battle of life and death, but my mind was as calm as if I were standing in front of a wide ocean rather than a battlefield. There were enemy wyverns flapping all around me, but I wasn’t afraid.
    

    
      “Shuriel, use Bite!”
    

    
      Flaash! 
    

    
      As soon as I gave the order, my summoned Shuriel cut through the air.
    

    
      Crunch! 
    

    
      KWAAAAAAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      Having experienced several battles now, Shuriel knew the most painful and important part and chomped down on the muscle joining the wing and the armor.
    

    
      The wyvern let out a gruesome screech, trying to detach Shuriel as it went around in circles in agony. However, that was just the wyvern’s futile wish. Like an obedient bulldog, once Shuriel bit down, it wouldn’t let go until I ordered it to.
    

    
      Swoooooooosh. 
    

    
      And then, as if they had been waiting for this moment, the Skyknights that recovered their formation threw another round of Blessed Spears at me. This time, the spears weren’t just coming from the front, but from above and below at the same time.
    

    
      ‘Let me show you. The power of true magic!’
    

    
      It was time for the 6th Circle magic I had memorized for this moment to make its debut. Bebeto didn’t wear any armor so that another wyvern could. And this was the magic I had prepared to protect him.
    

    
      “Barrier!”
    

    
      As the magic was cast, the mana inside me and the mana particles in the atmosphere combined in the blink of an eye as if compressing the air. A half-transparent sphere was formed around Bebeto with a loud vibration. 
    

    
      Clang! Clang! Cla-cla-cla-clang! 
    

    
      Then, the wave of spears crashed into Barrier, the reinforced version of the spell Shield, and in the end, they failed to penetrate.
    

    
      ‘Eat this, f*ckers!’ I easily blocked their attack, and at that moment, two wyverns appeared 300 meters in front of me. Or rather, it was their Skyknights that my sights were set on.
    

    
      I hurled the spear in my hand.
    

    
      Fwiiip. 
    

    
      The spear cut through the air in an instant.
    

    
      BAM! 
    

    
      I didn’t hear the impact, but it felt as if I could hear the cry of the spear as it plunged into the Skyknight’s body.
    

    
      ‘Four!’
    

    
      In just a few brief moments, four wyverns were knocked out of the battle.
    

    
      And just then, I saw three wyverns positioned in the back.
    

    
      Fwiiiip. 
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      Ziiiiiiiiiiiiinngggg! 
    

    
      ‘Mages!’
    

    
      Surprisingly, there was one spear and two spells racing towards me. The 6th Circle Flame Cannon and Lightning Strike!
    

    
      I couldn’t dodge this unexpected attack from 6th Circle mages.
    

    
      But instead of feeling fear, a cold smile appeared on my face.
    

    
      And one spell came to mind.
    

    
      My mana core whirred as it worked at 100% full capacity.
    

    
      “Giga Raiden!” 
    

    
      Thrusting out my hand, the chant burst from my lips.
    

    
      Bzzzzzzzzt! 
    

    
      Lightning energy gathered into a sphere 2 meters in diameter in an instant.
    

    
      Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzttttttt! 
    

    
      The explosion of lightning flew off like an unbridled colt as I commanded it.
    

    
      KABOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM! 
    

    
      An incredible explosion shook my helmet.
    

    
      Swooooooooosh. 
    

    
      Bebeto hastily swerved his wings towards land.
    

    
      ‘Haa...’
    

    
      There were no thoughts in my head.
    

    
      The 6th Circle spell I unleashed to my heart’s content made my heart gallop like a crazy horse, and my blood rushed backwards as my body was dragged into a world of white.
    

    
      I had no regrets.
    

    
      Because no matter what anyone said, at this very moment, I had pulled one over on the sky itself.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “... How, how can this be...”
    

    
      “R-ridiculous...”
    

    
      While they were blankly following the movements of the wyverns, they witnessed something incredible.
    

    
      An explosion of magic lightning and red flame.
    

    
      The mercenaries’ mouths fell wide open as they watched their first ever large-scale aerial duel between 6th Circle mages.
    

    
      Swooooooosh. 
    

    
      One wyvern was dropping rapidly to the ground amidst the tremendous wave of force. Not just that wyvern, but another three were either flying uncontrollably in circles or crashing with their necks already broken.
    

    
      Gulp. 
    

    
      The sound of someone audibly gulping could be heard within the stunned silence.
    

    
      The wyverns from the Gauss Magic Tower, an organization with the continent dancing to its tune, were shot down with a single exchange of blows.
    

    
      
        Swoosh.
      
    

    
      As the wyverns fell, one mage used the Fly spell enchanted on his airplate to escape certain death.
    

    
      CRASH! CRASH! CRAAASH! 
    

    
      And then, the mercenaries heard three impacts. 
    

    
      ".....??"
    

    
      They had definitely seen four wyverns falling, but they only heard three crashes. The mercenaries quickly looked to the ground. But a small hill a hundred meters in front was blocking their view, so the mercenaries and merchants couldn’t see anything even though they craned their necks.
    

    
      “AH!”
    

    
      “Uwah!”
    

    
      Someone let out a cry.
    

    
      SWOOOOOOOOOOOOOSH! 
    

    
      And following on the heels of that cry, an enormous black form appeared.
    

    
      The mercenaries and merchants threw themselves onto the ground.
    

    
      “D-DODGE!!!!!”
    

    
      “RUNNNN!!!”
    

    
      With its giant black wings spread wide, the creature flew low above their heads, looking like an envoy sent from the heavens.
    

    
      A black wyvern with golden stripes.
    

    
      Surprisingly, the wyvern of Kyre, who had shot down all of Gauss’ wyverns, had survived the explosion.
    

    
      “HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      And then, booming laughter thundered above the crowd.
    

    
      A man was flying while standing proudly atop the wyvern with the reins in one hand and a Blessed Spear in the other, his crimson cloak fluttering behind him.
    

    
      That sight became a portrait of a warrior that everyone there would remember for the rest of their lives....
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “How did it go! How!!”
    

    
      Derval felt like his chest was going to burst because of the life and death fight of his liege. He stood in front of the communication device with his hands together, waiting in fear for any news.
    

    
      ‘Oh Gods above...’
    

    
      In his discomfort, he called the gods. Having lived his life mostly as an atheist, he didn’t often call for the gods, but after meeting his liege, he kept the gods near him at all times.
    

    
      That was just how turbulent his liege’s life was.
    

    
      Even now, his liege was leading a few Skyknights in battle against over twenty wyverns. Derval always thought it was wild and ill-advised, but his liege brought forth miraculous victories each time.
    

    
      And Derval trusted that his liege would create another miracle today as well, but he was afraid.
    

    
      He had considered a life without his parents, but he could no longer imagine a life without his liege.
    

    
      Knock knock. 
    

    
      “Sir Derval!”
    

    
      “What happened!”
    

    
      A knock and a soldier’s call came from outside, and Derval answered more sharply than usual due to his frayed nerves.
    

    
      “A guest for the Lord has come.”
    

    
      “Guest?”
    

    
      Derval tilted his head at the soldier’s words. As far as he knew, there were not very many people on the continent who would come as a guest of his liege.
    

    
      Creak. 
    

    
      The door of the magic communication room opened.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      As soon as it opened, Derval was able to see someone next to the soldiers.
    

    
      ‘A woman?’
    

    
      To his surprise, his liege’s guest was a woman. The long hood of her robe was obscuring her face, but he could tell that she was a woman from the slim figure under the robe.
    

    
      “May I ask who you are..?” asked Derval with careful politeness.
    

    
      At his query, the woman pulled back her robe slightly with her two white hands.
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      An astonishing and pure beauty appeared shyly before Derval and the soldiers, shocking them for a moment.
    

    
      “May the hand of mercy be unto you... Neran’s inadequate servant, Aramis, requests to see Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      The priestess of Neran asked to see Kyre with a voice full of saintliness.
    

    
      And as she looked into Derval’s eyes, Aramis’ eyes held a question.
    

    
      They were asking where Kyre was right now....
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 63: Kneel!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kneel!”
    

    
      “N-No, we’re the Corvain Mercha—”
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      “Geho!”
    

    
      The Nerman knights and soldiers encircled the mercenaries and merchants. Before the merchant standing in the front flapping his lips could finish, he took a ruthless hit from a soldier’s spear to his stomach.
    

    
      “You stand before the Lord of Nerman. Everyone must kneel!” shouted a knight with mana.
    

    
      Their weapons drawn, the mercenaries kept looking at Deputy Theske to see what he would do. The knights and soldiers in front of them were nothing for the mercenaries, who could all use Aura Blade.
    

    
      However, the biggest problem was...
    

    
      
        Kiooooooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      The wyverns wheeling above and the Skyknights holding Blessed Spears as they watched for anyone resisting.
    

    
      And the most terrifying one there, the black-haired, young Lord of Nerman with a haughty smile on his face, Kyre.
    

    
      The mercenary wyverns that had been protecting the merchants had already disappeared in a hurry. There was not a single person left on their side to oppose the Skyknight who had single handedly sent the three Gauss wyverns and mages flying.
    

    
      Of the twenty-three wyverns total, only ten had escaped in the middle of the battle with their lives intact. The rest were shot down or injured and were grounded.
    

    
      “E-Everyone.... Put down your weapons.”
    

    
      The moment the Gauss mages were defeated even after unleashing an all-out attack, the victor had already been decided. 
    

    
      Deputy Theske’s limp voice rang in the merchants’ and mercenaries’ ears like a death knell.
    

    
      Clunk, clunk, clatter. 
    

    
      The mercenaries also knew.
    

    
      If they resisted here, they might be able to break free of the soldiers and knights, they wouldn’t make it far before becoming nice targets for the Skyknights or monster food in this land full of monsters.
    

    
      Once the first person laid down their weapon, the rest of the mercenaries followed suit like falling dominos. It was a command from their employer. This was the moment they were freed from their contractual obligation.
    

    
      “Kneel!!!” roared a knight like a lion at the mercenaries that had given up resistance.
    

    
      Thud. Thud. 
    

    
      Following the already kneeling coachmen, the merchants and mercenaries fell to their knees.
    

    
      However, even then, there were three people who remained standing.
    

    
      Deputy Theske, the leader of the mercenary group, Cedrian, and the Gauss Skyknight mage who had lived thanks to Harkline dying in his place. Only those three people courageously refused to kneel.
    

    
      Or rather, it was the pride of the organizations they belonged to that prevented them from doing so.
    

    
      “Let me go! I can walk on my own!”
    

    
      Just then, a certain Skyknight was dragged in by soldiers.
    

    
      It was Vice-master Andrike, the Gauss mage who had survived by using Fly within the Giga Raiden spell. However, even though he survived, he was in a sorry state. The honorable appearance of a 6th Circle mage was nowhere to be found, replaced by a singed rat wearing a blackened airplate and getting miserably dragged along.
    

    
      “Now all of our guests are here.”
    

    
      It was the voice of Kyre, Nerman’s master, who had been sitting on a black wyvern with golden stripes that slowly landed to the ground.
    

    
      Everyone’s gazes turned to him.
    

    
      Fwip. 
    

    
      Landing lightly from Bebeto’s back... a cold and refreshing smile hung on his lips.
    

    
      “It’s time to calculate things...”
    

    
      And with those words, everyone knew that the fateful time with their lives on the line had come.
    

    
      It was the moment Nerman’s master would swing his sword of arbitration.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘You’re all dead today!’
    

    
      They were all serious felons who had caused a ruckus on my land without knowing their place. Most of them were trembling, but a few were watching me with curious gazes.
    

    
      I enjoyed their gazes as I walked towards the place where the bigshots were gathered.
    

    
      Clatter. 
    

    
      As I did so, the quick-witted soldiers collected the discarded weapons of the mercenaries, and I made it to Theske.
    

    
      “Haha! We meet again, Deputy Theske,” I said, the informal speech coming out with ease.
    

    
      “You have astonishing skills,” said Theske with utter composure.
    

    
      Any ordinary person would have lost themselves to rage or revealed a look of resignation, but Theske looked the same as usual, as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      “Oh, this is nothing. I hope I didn’t surprise you too much?”
    

    
      I flounted the ease of a victor as much as I could.
    

    
      “YOUUUUU!”
    

    
      Soldiers were leveling their spears at his neck, but a man who looked like a dwarf’s relative screamed at me, his face red with rage.
    

    
      “And who might you be....?”
    

    
      “A mere lord dares to harm mages and wyverns from the Great Gauss Magic Tower, you have truly lost your mind!”
    

    
      ‘He’s hopping mad. This gentleman’s head is big so he must have high blood pressure, what a nasty temperament.’
    

    
      The mage was only slightly taller than a dwarf and had a head exactly twice as big as mine. It seemed he was one of the 6th Circle mages who had engaged in a battle of magic with me.
    

    
      “Impudent!”
    

    
      Clang clang! Claaaang! 
    

    
      “Kugh!”
    

    
      The soldiers weren’t just for show. They struck his airplate ruthlessly with the blunt of their spears. Even an airplate couldn’t fully negate the impact of thrusts made with all of the soldiers’ might, and the disportionate mage was sent to his knees with unsightly sound.
    

    
      It seemed his mana core was shaken up from the aftermath of the magic attack.
    

    
      “V-Vice-master Andrike!”
    

    
      After the disproportionate mage collapsed, a 5th Circle mage ran to him in shock.
    

    
      “Impudent!”
    

    
      Po-po-po-pow! As if anticipating it, the soldiers’ spears battered the mage.
    

    
      “Aaghh!”
    

    
      ‘Must hurt.’
    

    
      A 5th Circle mage would be treated as a noble everywhere where they went, but my loyal soldiers had no interest in such worldly technicalities.
    

    
      Taking five or six hits in a moment, the mage rolled backwards on the ground. He didn’t have the time or composure of mind to cast any magic.
    

    
      “Don’t treat them too roughly. They’re precious guests, after all.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!” yelled the soldiers energetically when I intentionally stopped them.
    

    
      “It seems you are overflowing with confidence, seeing as you are treating these people like dogs when even the Bajran Imperial Family could do nothing to them.”
    

    
      Didn’t someone say a person would become calm when their anger reached the max? Deputy Theske spoke as if the current situation didn’t concern him at all.
    

    
      “‘Cause I’m not the Bajran Imperial Family,” I said with a cold smile.
    

    
      “Indeed.... I forgot for a moment that Nerman is filled with useless things discarded by the Bajran Empire.”
    

    
      Like a man gone crazy with a desire to die, Theske filled his words with barbs.
    

    
      “Huhu, the people getting treated like dogs by those “useless things” are even worse than monsters that at least leave their leather behind. Like you guys.”
    

    
      If you get mad, you lose.
    

    
      I could simply kill everyone on the spot, but if I did that, then I would be the loser.
    

    
      I had to maintain the victor’s composure all the way until the end.
    

    
      That was the definition of a true champion of life.
    

    
      “How very arrogant,” came a calm voice from a person who had been pushed to the side.
    

    
      “And you are?”
    

    
      “I am Cedrian, the one leading the mercenaries in this caravan.”
    

    
      ‘He’s someone who can lead a mercenary group of this level.’
    

    
      I couldn’t be sure if the wyverns were all a part of the mercenary group, but if he was someone who would be moving in tandem with the Corvain Merchants with this many men, he was obviously a skilled person. Moreover, he was directing a faint desire to fight towards me, but he was skilled enough to hide the presence of his mana.
    

    
      “And what is your definition of arrogance?”
    

    
      As a mercenary leader, he must have experienced the world’s hardships. He opened his mouth immediately at my question.
    

    
      “People whose mouths are stronger than their skills.” Cedrian stated his opinion confidently.
    

    
      His eyes were gleaming. He was brandishing the spirit of a winner at me.
    

    
      “Exactly like yourself?”
    

    
      “Puhahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      My retort had Cedrian bursting into a guffaw.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      But his laughter did not last long.
    

    
      It stopped abruptly in an instant.
    

    
      “If you win against me, I will even lick your feet. But if you lose... Allow everyone here to go free.”
    

    
      It was a quiet, but powerful proposal.
    

    
      “My feet, huh... You can do that if you’re still alive afterwards.”
    

    
      Clang! 
    

    
      As soon as I finished talking, Cedrian drew his sword with terrifying speed. It was a blue, keen-edged sword slightly thicker and larger than a regular longsword.
    

    
      ‘Unlike regular mercenaries, he uses a longsword. Which means he’s a real swordsman rather than someone who uses brute force.’
    

    
      “M-My Lord...” Alarmed, my knights and soldiers began stepping forward.
    

    
      “Step back. This is a duel between men.”
    

    
      With a clatter, the knights and soldiers backed off to make space at my order.
    

    
      Their eyes were also gleaming.
    

    
      They were the true masters of Nerman who had survived until now with the skills they had. For them, winning with one’s strength was a natural thing.
    

    
      ‘He’s quite a desirable fellow.’
    

    
      Nerman was so very lacking in personnel. As the boss of such outstanding mercenaries, he was someone with both commanding ability and personal skill. On top of that, he was showing manly courage even in this critical situation, giving me a favorable impression.
    

    
      ‘But he won’t really lick my feet if I win, right....? I didn’t wash them today...’
    

    
      My idle worry didn’t match the serious situation at all.
    

    
      “Here I come!”
    

    
      “Whenever you wish!”
    

    
      My sword came out smoothly with the hiss of steel. I could also use one of the fine dwarven-made blades, but I couldn’t let go of the sword from the Fiore Viscounty knight, the first sword that I earned for myself on this continent.
    

    
      No matter what anyone might say, this sword was my first love.
      

    

    
      
        Booooom! 
      
    

    
      
        Pow! Pow! 
      
    

    
      Instead of the metallic sound of swords clashing, thunderous explosions from Aura Blades rang out in the air.
    

    
      A sudden duel between Blade Masters.
    

    
      Whether they were watching from the sky or on the ground, everyone was hushed as they witnessed yet another rare sight.
    

    
      “Huup!”
    

    
      “Hap!”
    

    
      Clear grunts rang out within the silence.
    

    
      BOOOOOOM! 
    

    
      And afterwards, an ear splitting boom.
    

    
      At least ten minutes had already transpired, but the duel was getting fiercer and fiercer.
    

    
      ‘Ridiculous! How can someone be this...’
    

    
      Cedrian, Leader of the Herz Mercenaries, had issued the duel after quite a few of his own calculations.
    

    
      His opponent was a high circle mage who was unbelievably outstanding for his age. So Cedrian had issued a sword duel. The opponent exuded the energy of a magic swordsman, but there wasn’t a single person in history who was a high circle mage and a Blade Master at the same time.
    

    
      However, from the moment their swords met, Cedrian knew something had gone awry.
    

    
      Surprisingly enough, the hot-blooded youth named Kyre in front of him was a Master level in the sword as well.
    

    
      ‘Even if you’re a Master, not all Masters are the same!’
    

    
      Using the knockback from the previous blow, Cedrian jumped back and clenched his teeth.
    

    
      It had already been 20 years since he dedicated himself to the mercenary world in order to revive his ruined family.
    

    
      Using the exclusive mana breathing technique of his family, he was able to become a Blade Master.
    

    
      And then, he nurtured a mercenary group second to none on the continent. The members of the Herz Mercenaries were strong enough to receive knight treatment. Their strength was limited because they had been unable to independently foster their own Skyknights, but their members alone were more than enough to make their mark in the mercenary world.
    

    
      It had been several years since Herz paired up with the #1 merchant group on the continent, Corvain. Once this trade route was finished, they would finally be able to acquire around five wyverns with the money they had saved up until now.
    

    
      However, someone suddenly showed up and interfered.
    

    
      Cedrian wanted to get wyverns and issue a territory war against the uncle who stole his territory from him, but Kyre threw an unforeseen wrench in his plans.
    

    
      “Hooo....”
    

    
      Cedrian took in a deep breath.
    

    
      At the same time, the blue wave of Aura Blade around his sword intensified.
    

    
      ‘I am someone who has overcome dozens of life and death battles. So many that you cannot compare.’
    

    
      In general, for a Master, the amount of mana you could pour into your sword was important, but the deciding factor was the sword art. 
    

    
      Cedrian was someone who had personally witnessed a Master dying to an intermediate Blade mercenary.
    

    
      Calming his mind, he stared at Kyre.
    

    
      The man who had dueled for around 10 minutes without breaking a sweat was wearing a smile that would charm even a man. Along with arrogance that said ‘show me everything you’ve got.’
    

    
      ‘I will make you kneel!’
    

    
      Cedrian, who was born the son of a count in Tove Kingdom, felt the pride of a noble, something he had hidden all this time, writhing up within him.
    

    
      He slowly brought the sword he was gripping in his right hand to the center of his body.
    

    
      If he defeated Kyre here, then the Corvain Merchants would give him a considerable reward, and the reputation of Herz would not fall, either.
    

    
      But if he were to lose....
    

    
      “Huup!”
    

    
      Cedrian closed the distance within moments.
    

    
      Schwinnng! 
    

    
      A sword bared its fangs ahead of his hand, bright blue with venom.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      A clear grunt greeted his advance.
    

    
      Swooooosh! 
    

    
      Kyre was running towards him.
    

    
      ‘Go! Spiral Rain!’
    

    
      Whiiiirr. 
    

    
      The trump card of his family and the special Master technique. A Blade Sword separated from his swinging sword before surging forward like a raging lion.
    

    
      ‘You’re dead!’
    

    
      With that, Cedrian was sure.
    

    
      The smile of a victor sprung to his lips. 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hnnh!’
    

    
      The moment my opponent jumped back, I was expecting it.
    

    
      In fact, I could attack before he could gather his breath and defeat him, but I wanted to witness the special technique of a Blade Master. And just as I expected, a Blade Sword was unfurled towards me.
    

    
      ‘Ghost Meteor!’
    

    
      I, too, had a technique of my own.
    

    
      Moreover, my merged mana core was enlarged after breaking the circle wall.
    

    
      I opened my mana core and poured eight shadows into my sword with all my might.
    

    
      Flaaaaaash! 
    

    
      Eight lines of Blade Sword fired off in an instant.
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      At that moment, I saw Cedrian’s satisfied face stiffening.
    

    
      Everything happened in an instant, and the skill had already left my hand.
    

    
      Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-bam! 
    

    
      The Blade Swords collided in the air before our swords did.
    

    
      Schwing. 
    

    
      My sword raced forward, heedless of the clashing Blade Swords.
    

    
      Plunge! 
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      And then, I felt my sword plunging deep into flesh and heard a cry of pain.
    

    
      ‘Must hurt a shitton.’
    

    
      Fortunately, I retracted the mana while thrusting so it was a normal sword and a fatal injury was avoided, but how could the feeling of a sword boring into your flesh be an ordinary kind of pain? It must be as painful as downing your first ever shot of Kaoliang liquor filled to the brim with hot chili powder.
    

    
      “WAAAAAAAAAHH!!”
    

    
      “The Lord won!”
    

    
      The tense soldiers cheered raucously as they confirmed my victory.
    

    
      “Imprison everyone who committed treason in the territory! Put mana bracelets on the mages and gag them. And we shall confiscate and lock up every item related to the treason. Confiscate all of the goods, including the wyvern corpses!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!” yelled the soldiers.
    

    
      ‘Yahoo! Score!’
    

    
      Today, not just the dwarven masterpieces, but yet another pile of goods that could be sold off for exorbitant amounts—10 times their original price!— came into my hands.
    

    
      I savored this feeling of taking candy from a baby.
    

    
      I scored it big today!
    

    
      ‘Huhu, you have acquired a wyvern~! Ding ding!’
    

    
      A cheerful acquisition bell rang in my head.
    

    
      A total of ten wyverns had run away with their lives intact.
    

    
      The battle was short and fierce, so there weren’t many surviving wyverns that didn’t manage to flee, but this was enough.
    

    
      I’d already scored a jackpot of dwarven goods made with the best craftsmanship.
    

    
      Just the value of the mithril wyvern armor alone was a mega win among wins, an amount far exceeding the taxes gained by most territories in a whole year.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 64: Pies Falling Onto My Lap
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ara? Why are there so many people?’
    

    
      After bringing everything to a conclusion, it didn’t suit my character to trail behind a clunking and clattering merchant caravan. As long as they didn’t have rocks for brains, the mercenary wyverns that fled wouldn’t come back, so I left five Skyknights behind and sent the rest back to Orakk Castle.
    

    
      Then, taking in the fresh air on Bebeto’s back, I returned to the covert ahead of the Rubis Merchants and was met by the sight of a long line of people trundling into the expansive covert.
    

    
      ‘Are they distributing food or something?’
    

    
      I had entrusted most of the matters to Derval in my absence. He had no equal when it came to OCD administrative ability, so I trusted him to take care of things.
    

    
      “The Lord has returned!”
    

    
      “Waaaaaaahhh! It’s the Lord!”
    

    
      The people who recognized Bebeto and me waved as they cheered. I was probably the only lord on this continent who received such love from their citizens. Though of course, I wasn’t actually a lord formally appointed by the emperor.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      ‘Hrmmm?’
    

    
      As Bebeto landed, I saw a large tent sitting right in the middle of the runway with a line of people standing in front of it. And the people were even assuming reverent poses and drawing crosses.
    

    
      ‘Did someone come?’
    

    
      I had arrived, but Derval didn’t come running up like usual.
    

    
      “Sir!”
    

    
      As soon as Bebeto landed, the soldiers in charge of wyverns came running with a salute.
    

    
      “What is going on?”
    

    
      “An honorable priest has come,” a soldier said energetically, happiness written all over his face.
    

    
      “P-priest?”
    

    
      ‘Did someone come to volunteer?’
    

    
      Aramis’ face immediately came to mind, but that couldn’t be. I hadn’t heard any word from the Rubis Merchants about her, and it was ridiculous for her to come such a long distance so fast. She would have only been able to make it had she gotten on a horse and crossed mountains and rivers as soon as she got my letter.
    

    
      ‘In any case, I’m thankful towards them. They came all this way to a place like this, after all.’
    

    
      For these people who had lived hungry and exhausting lives, there was no better balm than the voice of the gods. If they were gods who could perceive and understand all of human suffering, they would possess even more strength to heal. It was human nature to desire even a shoddy blessing from priests of the gods, even if all they could do was to call the name of the gods. As long as humans were unable to achieve enlightenment, it would be like that forever.
    

    
      Click. 
    

    
      I took off my flight helmet and held it with one hand. I may be a lord, but I, too, was merely a feeble(?) human desiring comfort from a priest of god.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, it would be even more amazing if she was a priestess.’
    

    
      I still hadn’t forgotten Aramis’ holy beauty. The way priestesses were picked here definitely depended on their pure heartedness + beauty. While living on this continent, I hadn’t met a single priestess who wasn’t beautiful. It was obvious that the eyes of humans and gods were one and the same.
    

    
      “May the hand of God forgive the lamb’s sins and bring healing upon thee. Cure.”
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      “Wow...”
    

    
      “It’s the Merciful Hand of Neran!”
    

    
      ‘Huh? N-Neran?’
    

    
      Despite my approach, the people didn’t even notice me and were only staring at the tent, which flashed with the warm light of holy power.
    

    
      “T-Thank you! Thank you so much! O’ blessed servant of Neran!” gushed a middle-aged man tearfully, as if their pain was cured.
    

    
      “I apologize... If only I had known of everyone’s pain earlier....”
    

    
      ‘This... This voice—!’
    

    
      I heard a delicate female voice in my ear, and my soul began trembling as if stricken by lightning.
    

    
      “M-my Lord!”
    

    
      “Everyone, stand aside. The Lord has come.”
    

    
      Finally noticing my presence, the people hurriedly made way.
    

    
      I stepped forward towards the tent in a daze, feeling my heart thump in beat with my steps.
    

    
      Just then, I saw a white leather shoe stepping out the tent.
    

    
      And a white-robed woman’s body steadily emerged into the light of the warm sun.
    

    
      Thump! Thump! Thump! 
    

    
      Realizing who it was before my brain did, my heart thumped wildly.
    

    
      A woman stood before me, her face half-obscured by her robe. She pulled the robe back with a slender, white hand.
    

    
      “Ah...” I gasped.
    

    
      “This inadequate servant of Neran... Aramis, greets Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      Laying her right hand against her chest, she bowed.
    

    
      ‘A-Aramis!’
    

    
      She came.
    

    
      I tried sending a ridiculous letter due to the dire circumstances, but Aramis really came. Her soft, long blue hair gleaming with a silver luster was tied modestly to one side, and a holy halo seemed to surround her.
    

    
      “Allow me to sincerely offer my thanks for coming all the way here despite it being so far away.”
    

    
      Everyone was watching, so I bowed with absolutely perfect manners as I expressed my respect towards Aramis.
    

    
      “Everything is the will of the gods...”
    

    
      As she spoke, Aramis’ radiant face reddened slightly.
    

    
      Thump thump thump. 
    

    
      My mouth did not open.
    

    
      But the noisy beating of my heart expressed my feelings.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘How can she do that much with her strength alone?’
    

    
      She was a priestess of god made of unfaltering steel. Even though the sun was about to go down, Aramis continued tirelessly granting blessings and grace to those who came.
    

    
      “What incredible holy power. For her to be able to handle that many people all on her own....”
    

    
      Derval was surprised as well. He was knowledgeable, but even he hadn’t heard any rumors about a priestess who could expend holy power for so many people.
    

    
      “Derval.”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege?”
    

    
      “Let’s build a city.”
    

    
      “By city, you mean...”
    

    
      Derval expressed his uncertainty at my sudden words.
    

    
      “We shall build a new city on this huge land no inferior to the empire. A megapolis bigger than any imperial or kingdom capital in the continent at the very least!”
    

    
      “Ah...!” Derval made a sound of surprise at my unexpected words.
    

    
      “Why, not confident?”
    

    
      Turning from the window, I fixed my gaze on Derval.
    

    
      “No, sir! If it is something done by you, my liege, it will definitely happen!” shouted Derval, whose heart carried reckless loyalty towards me at all times.
    

    
      “And within 3 years at that.”
    

    
      “E-Excuse me? 3 years?!”
    

    
      Derval stood there dumbly. The construction of an imperial capital usually took dozens of years, so how could he not be shocked by me saying that we would build an even bigger city within 3 years?
    

    
      “Inside the city, we will build an inner castle the size of Denfors. And next to that, there’ll be a covert big enough for at least three hundred wyverns, and on the other side, a temple with a size rivaling the covert. What do you think, wouldn’t that be nice?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Derval’s mouth hung open speechlessly. As if he was imagining what I said, he didn’t say a thing for a while.
    

    
      “M-My liege... That’s not a city...” he stuttered, fumbling for words.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, a man should dream big.’
    

    
      In my head, the blueprint of my paradise was being sketched out piece by piece. Up until now, things were progressing very smoothly. And in the future as well, I would make my dreams come true.
    

    
      “Send the people back for today. And prepare a fancy dinner.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege.”
    

    
      Even for someone generously blessed by the favor of a god, their stamina would have a limit. It was now time for Aramis to rest.
    

    
      ‘She’ll exhaust herself and collapse if she keeps going like that. We have to find a different way.’
    

    
      The people of Nerman were starved for God’s love. Once rumors spread that a priestess of Neran was here, they would definitely rush over here like a tsunami from all over.
    

    
      “Shall I wash up?”
    

    
      I cleansed myself daily using magic, but today, I wanted to bathe with warm water. I couldn’t go like this to dinner with a precious guest who came such a long way.
    

    
      “Huhu...”
    

    
      An inscrutable smile spread on my lips as I thought of all the time I would spend with Aramis tonight.
    

    
      Just thinking about it was happiness.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “It is delicious.”
    

    
      It was a very concise statement, but no other words were necessary.
    

    
      “Thank you very much, o’ servant of the gods.”
    

    
      Lucia’s mom smiled brightly at Aramis’ compliment, which was accompanied by an honest smile.
    

    
      “You’re making me sad. It tastes so much better than what I usually eat,” I joked.
    

    
      “I-I apologize...”
    

    
      “Haha, it is a joke. It tastes the same as usual. Even though I haven’t seen a few of these dishes...”
    

    
      At my words, Lucia’s mom bowed low with embarrassment. The people on this continent simply held the servants of the gods in such high regard in their hearts. And the servants of the gods, blind to such feelings of the ordinary people, were obsessed by money and honor. If they didn’t die and go to hell, then who would?
    

    
      “Was your journey here not difficult?”
    

    
      By the time the dinner was almost over, my wildly beating heart finally settled down. During this meal with Aramis, I was wearing clothes similar to a suit, something I didn’t normally wear, and the food seemed even more delicious.
    

    
      “It was not difficult at all. The moment I received your letter, I nearly prayed to the gods to grant me wings.”
    

    
      Of course it must have been difficult.
    

    
      She must have traversed various roads in the continent that were still extremely dangerous with the rough mercenaries of the merchant group; seeing Aramis’ bright smile, I felt a pang of sadness.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      My eyes filled with sincerity, I looked into Aramis’ clear brown eyes, which were sparkling in the light of the magic lamps.
    

    
      As a response, Aramis simply gave me a smile as soft as silk.
    

    
      A smile as bright as Aramis’ own sprung to my lips as well.
    

    
      “But Lady Aramis, how did you and my liege meet?” asked Derval cautiously. He had eaten skillfully with one hand at the same table.
    

    
      “It is thanks to the grace of the gods.” 
    

    
      Her response was short and concise. The Goddess of Mercy, Neran, really knew how to pick people.
    

    
      “If not for Lord Kyre, I would still be lost. Without knowing the meaning of the humble love described by Holy Neran...”
    

    
      As she spoke, Aramis fixed me with a profound gaze.
    

    
      Cold sweat beaded down my back. 
    

    
      “I, too, would have been unable to meet my liege if not for the Overseer of Fate, Romero. My liege, who saved me from a miserable life...”
    

    
      Both people stared at me with hot gazes.
    

    
      ‘These people, making me embarrassed...’
    

    
      I could feel my face burning.
    

    
      I thought that I was pretty impervious to what other people thought of me, but it seemed I was still pretty weak to such passionate praise.
    

    
      “I will have one of the covert hangars remodeled into a temple.”
    

    
      “There is no need to do so...”
    

    
      “No, it is an empty building anyway. It is inadequate, but if you would be so gracious as to wait a short while, I shall build a great temple for Holy Neran. With my ardent sincerity towards the gods, and not just for Lady Aramis, I mean.”
    

    
      The superfluous words slipped out of me with nary a hitch. How could I possibly have ardent sincerity towards a god I didn’t even know very well?
    

    
      “Thank you. If the world was filled with people like you, Lord Kyre, it would be a heaven on earth where eternal rest and peace flow like river water as described by the gods.”
    

    
      Rising from her seat, Aramis gave me a courteous show of her thanks.
    

    
      ‘It’s a win-win, you know? Uhahahahaha.’
    

    
      There were more than a few things I would gain if a temple was built. The people of Nerman would be able to live with stability, and if a great temple was constructed, it would draw in priests with thoughts similar to Aramis.
    

    
      ‘And the created holy water will... Huhuhu.’
    

    
      The holy water business offered even tastier profits than a goose laying golden eggs.
    

    
      Even a god wouldn’t want to nest here for free. Whether you were a god or a human, harmonious cooperation could only be maintained for a long time if there was adequate give and take.
    

    
      Of course, to a certain extent, those were just my meaningless rambling thoughts ...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Swooooooooosh. 
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Bebeto’s long wings were stretched out, riding the wind and drawing a lengthy shadow that seemed to cover the whole ground below us.
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      A low cry sounded in my ear.
    

    
      ‘Kya....’
    

    
      I suppressed the fiery exclamation inside my heart. It was already a relief that I didn’t get a nosebleed.
    

    
      Because right now, I was giving Aramis the night flight I had promised her before.
    

    
      Our meal ended late at night. The moon was regaling us with its light as if blessing us, and I called the restless Aramis for a night flight.
    

    
      And then, our night flight began. The weather had turned the corner into early summer. I left my airplate behind, wearing leather clothes for flight.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Excited by the beauty on his back, Bebeto let out an energetic roar as he went for his specialty, a plummeting rollercoaster flight.
    

    
      At that moment, Aramis’ arms around my waist tightened hard.
    

    
      ‘Waah!’
    

    
      I felt that plushy-certain-something on my back. My mind was in a disarray, and it wasn’t because of the flight.
    

    
      ‘Moommmyy!!!!’
    

    
      I screamed in my heart. 
    

    
      This electrifying feeling! Was this how it would feel to cooly say, “Get on,” and race along the streets on your motorcycle with a pretty girl wearing a short skirt behind you?
    

    
      This magnificence, which only a delinquent could experience...
    

    
      ‘Bebeto, one more round!’
    

    
      You had to go all out while you had the chance. I pulled the reins to convey my ardent intent to Bebeto.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Fully aware that my happiness was insurance for his carefree future, the quick-witted Bebeto went from the dive into three aerial corkscrews.
    

    
      “Oh my!!”
    

    
      And as if anticipating it, Aramis’ arms squeezed me even tighter.
    

    
      What a truly satisfying flight!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Ah... How beautiful.”
    

    
      After a few rounds of turbulent flight, we flew above the calm waves. Thanks to Bebeto flapping quietly like a whisper of the wind, the flight was now smooth and easy. Taking in the sight of the moonlit sea, Aramis said it was beautiful.
    

    
      ‘You are more beautiful~’ I thought to myself.
    

    
      Aramis was admiring the sea with her head resting on my shoulder. I couldn’t see her face, but I could imagine everything.
    

    
      “No matter when... Just call me. If it is for Lady Aramis, I can fly over even a tempestuous sea.”
    

    
      “Thank you... Lord Kyre...”
    

    
      Aramis’ delicate whisper rode up my spine, rousing a flush of happiness.
    

    
      “They say the strings of fate are endless and transcend all of heaven and earth. And I do not wish to let go of that string of fate...”
    

    
      ‘... If it’s with you, Lady Aramis.’
    

    
      I suppressed the confession that almost jumped to my lips in the spur of the moment.
    

    
      But as if she heard those unsaid words, Aramis’ soft arms hugged my waist.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Bebeto flew quietly over the sea.
    

    
      The dreamy time flowed on in that manner.
    

    
      Like a momentary break in the stormy waves of life, it felt as if even I was receiving a slight wink from Mr. Happiness.
      

    

    
      “Please give me 5 million Gold as imperial Gold. I will entrust the remaining 5 million as a reserve that can be drawn at any time with the Rubis Merchants.”
    

    
      “For trusting us like that, please allow me to once again express my thanks as a Rubis Executive.”
    

    
      Jamir bowed at my extraordinary proposal.
    

    
      “My soldiers and Skyknights shall escort you to the border of Nerman. That is the limit of what I can do for you.”
    

    
      “Haha, that is more than enough. Who in the world would mess with the Lion of Nerman? If there is anything you require, please, simply inform Branch Manager Lenkis. Even if we have to mobilize everything in our merchant group’s power, we will do our best to assist you.”
    

    
      ‘This is where it begins.’
    

    
      Led by Jamir, the Rubis Merchants returned to Denfors. As soon as they did so, they said they were leaving. They probably wanted to sell the goods before rumors spread through the continent and other parties began to move.
    

    
      “I hope you are able to achieve the best outcome possible.”
    

    
      “Please allow me to thank you once again. I will repay this grace many times over.”
    

    
      ‘Of course! If you dine and dash, I’ll slice you open.’
    

    
      “Sir Ryker, escort them safely to the outside of the territory.”
    

    
      “Hehe, just believe in me. I will escort them with no mistakes.”
    

    
      These days, Ryker and Janice were constantly on the move in order to secure the territory’s safe routes. Surprisingly, the two must have hit it off, because they got along quite well.
    

    
      “Then, I shall be on my way.”
    

    
      “Wait, take this with you.”
    

    
      “This is...”
    

    
      “It is holy water. A top-grade one hot and freshly made, at that.”
    

    
      “!! T-Top grade holy water?!”
    

    
      Inside the glass bottle was holy water faintly shining with blue light.
    

    
      ‘Try it and do some advertising for us. Huhu.’
    

    
      When I gave clean, plain water to Aramis, who was praying early in the morning, top-grade potions were made after a short prayer. As long as I had Aramis by my side, I would never starve to death.
    

    
      “To give me something so precious...”
    

    
      After consecutive surges of emotion, Jamir looked deeply moved.
    

    
      “Executive Jamir and the Rubis Merchant’s help are necessary for this territory to survive.”
    

    
      “I understand. I will gladly accept Your Lordship’s noble meaning.”
    

    
      A few words that didn’t cost anything earned me Jamir's heart. The look in his eyes towards me was clearly different from a few minutes ago.
    

    
      Earning a merchant’s heart... That was something harder to do than earning the hearts of everyone in the K-pop group “Girls’ Generation”.
    

    
      “Depart!”
    

    
      The ten or so carriages were loaded top to bottom not with provisions, which took up a lot of space, but exclusively dwarven goods.
    

    
      Neeeeigh. 
    

    
      Clatter. 
    

    
      Escorted by a thousand soldiers, the Rubis Merchants set off, full of energy.
    

    
      ‘Shall we have some fun now~?’
    

    
      “Derval, everyone is gathered, yes?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege. I have gathered them on the covert runway.”
    

    
      ‘The news must’ve spread by now.’
    

    
      The captured merchants, mercenaries, and mages had been dragged into the covert in full view of the citizens. I had a strong inkling that all the magic towers, information guild, and merchants were aware of what had happened by now and were running around like headless chickens.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “The appropriate punishment for committing treason on Nerman and sullying the honor of the Bajran Empire, the Imperial Family, and myself would be decapitation, but because this sacred land cannot be dirtied with your blood, I hereby order you all to be forcefully expelled! At the same time, I hereby order that all the items and funds will be confiscated as a payment for the damages incurred!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Having been dragged along the last few days as prisoners, there was both relief and dejection on the criminals’ faces.
    

    
      “Deputy Theske of the Corvain Merchants, do you consent to my decision?”
    

    
      “...That responsibility is yours, isn’t it,” said Theske, putting barbs in his words.
    

    
      “Vice-master of Gauss Magic Tower, do you have any complaints about my judgement?”
    

    
      Instead of responding, the disproportionate mage with mana bracelets on his wrists ground his teeth audibly.
    

    
      I would have liked to punch him square in his big noggin, but that would degrade the dignity of this ‘sacred’ judgment ground.
    

    
      “Do you consent, Leader Cedrian of the Herz Mercenaries?”
    

    
      “I consent.” His waist was deeply pierced, but thanks to my Heal magic, Cedrian had only lost a bucket of blood. He nodded with a firm expression. Then he suddenly stepped forward, looking at me with a passionate gaze. “My lord, I have a request.”
    

    
      “A request?”
    

    
      “Please take in the mercenaries and I under your wing.”
    

    
      ‘Eh? What kind of pie is this?’
    

    
      My mind worked quickly to process Cedrian’s sudden proposal. Even in the empire, there were no more than ten Master-level experts leading knight-level mercenaries who were formally employed by the nation. 
    

    
      I wanted the Herz Mercenaries from the beginning, but that was mostly just my greed talking. But to my surprise, Cedrian spoke as if he had already spoken with the mercenaries and it was a done deal.
    

    
      “Our mercenary group no longer has a place to go. Thanks to Your Lordship, our myth of invincibility has been shattered. So please take responsibility for us.”
    

    
      ‘Well whaddya know.’
    

    
      I didn’t know much about the mercenary world, but that seemed possible. Just like how knights treated their honor like their life, for mercenaries, the success of their commissions was their virtue.
    

    
      ‘His eyes are full of life.’
    

    
      However, I was sure it wasn’t just that.
    

    
      Because in Cedrian’s eyes blazed a hot fervor coming from a calm, but deep place within him.
    

    
      “Alright. Only, you will start as regular soldiers. Will you still come?”
    

    
      Taking them as they were was something only an idiot would do. It was necessary to check how much they could bend their pride. If these were the real deal like I thought, then I would be gaining yet another set of wings.
    

    
      “Please do as you wish. I, Cedrian, greet my liege!”
    

    
      “As you wish!”
    

    
      Cedrian kneeled in subservience. And 500 mercenaries kneeled in succession after him with vigorous shouts.
    

    
      ‘My god, is this a dream, or reality?’
    

    
      A knight-level mercenary who could use Aura Blade would be treated well no matter where they went on the continent. Not long ago, there were maybe a few dozen such experts at best among the Nerman mercenaries. But now, 500 mercenaries came under me in one go.
    

    
      ‘They’re no ordinary mercenaries!’
    

    
      And I could feel it.
    

    
      The vigor coming from Cedrian’s mercenary group was different from regular mercenaries. They almost felt like well-trained knights from a territory.
    

    
      “Rise. You are all now my soldiers.”
    

    
      “Thank you, my liege!”
    

    
      I would have to ask about their exact reasoning later, but for now, I was happy.
    

    
      I snagged additional profits by turning out the Corvain Merchants’ pockets and acquired three additional wyverns that were now sitting nice and pretty in the covert’s hangars. On top of that, I got 500 skilled mercenaries.
    

    
      There were probably very few people as lucky as me in this world. This must be what it feels like to win the first and second prize in a lottery.
    

    
      “Deport the merchants and mages outside the territory!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      There was no need to see Theske and two mages anymore. I simply declared ‘Game Over.’
    

    
      “Sir Derval, provide accommodations for everyone. Cedrian, let us speak for a moment.”
    

    
      “I humbly receive your command, my liege.”
    

    
      “How dare he... Just what does he think our magic tower is....”
    

    
      A certain mage wrote a report, his hands trembling from the unbelievable truth that came down like a bolt from the blue.
    

    
      The Nerman Branch Manager of the Gauss Magic Tower, Oltois, trembled with rage.
    

    
      The bastard named Kyre went on reckless rampages, almost as if he had three or four lives. This time, in an astonishing turn of events, he declared war on the Corvain Merchants and the Gauss Magic Tower.
    

    
      “To think he’s a 6th Circle magic swordsman.... Argh.”
    

    
      He was sending an urgent message to the Gauss Magic Tower. As Oltois wrote the unbelievable report about such a young person who was a 6th Circle magic swordsman and even suspected to be a summoner, his body trembled once again.
    

    
      It was jealousy, pure jealousy as a mage.
    

    
      He started studying magic at ten and only reached the 5th Circle when he was fifty years old.
    

    
      But that green youth was already a 6th Circle mage. And the ridiculous truth that he had utterly dominated two of Gauss’ Vice-masters and three wyverns made Oltois even feel fear.
    

    
      At one point, Oltois had been considered outstanding in the magic tower. But Kyre had achieved a circle incomparable to Oltois.
    

    
      He absolutely wanted to kill him.
    

    
      And he steadily imbued the report with that fury and bloodthirst.
    

    
      Click. 
    

    
      Oltois slipped the report into a container tied to the foot of a lumikar, a bird that could fly over 1,000 km in a single day.
    

    
      “Go.”
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      At Oltois’ order, the lumikar flew through the open window and quickly disappeared. After two days, Gauss would know of the tragedy that occurred here.
    

    
      The bastard who touched the pride of the Gauss Magic Tower, which didn’t even fear Kallian’s empires.
    

    
      Oltois bit his lips as he thought of the accursed bastard.
    

    
      “May your heart be... ripped to shreds...”
    

    
      The mage’s hot rage.
    

    
      And the parade of lumikars flying through the skies of Denfors at the same time.
    

    
      That was the moment that would usher in the future tempests that would rage in Nerman.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “What do you want?”
    

    
      With tea in front of us, I looked Cedrian straight in the eye.
    

    
      The man in his early forties with golden-brown and exceptionally bright brown eyes had slightly angular, but ordinary features. At my blunt question, he stared intently into my eyes.
    

    
      “The moment my sword was broken by you, my liege, my life changed. My desire for revenge disappeared, and in its place formed a dream I had forgotten.” His words continued like a confession. “I have been to many places in the world. Chased out of my home at a young age, I became a mercenary and wandered the whole world. I overcame countless deadly crises and gathered enough strength to kill the person who coveted what was mine. And the moment that revenge was almost at its completion, my sword was broken by you. In reality, it truly was a futile endeavor. It was only after I was pierced by your sword that I realized that even if I wrested that place back, it’d already be devoid of anyone who knows me, the years that have passed would not return.”
    

    
      ‘So he was a noble.’
    

    
      I was able to tell that Cedrian had been a noble from the meaning hidden in his words. It made no sense for a regular commoner to say his home was snatched away and that he gathered strength while roaming around for so many years.
    

    
      “I would like to become a knight. And... a coo... a cool knight at that.”
    

    
      A cool knight.
    

    
      They were truly cool words.
    

    
      There were countless knights in this world, but not many truly cool ones.
    

    
      The conditions for coolness were different for everyone, but looking at Cedrian, who was giving off the faint feeling of a much younger man, it seemed the kind of knight he dreamed of was a really cool knight.
    

    
      “My liege, please help me achieve my wish. Believe in me and become a great mountain that can provide a home for me and my men, who have lived like clouds drifting along the wind! No, that is possible if it is you, my liege. Last night, my deceased father appeared in my dream. He told me to stop my wandering now and find my dream.”
    

    
      Words that didn’t suit the leader of rough mercenaries came out one after another.
    

    
      A cool knight’s dream.
    

    
      I felt the faint aura of a pure soul from this mercenary mister in his early forties. 
    

    
      “With your level of skills, you could easily select an incredible master, but you went and selected me, a lord in Nerman. Even though the only thing I have is hope...”
    

    
      ‘Argh, I’m gonna go crazy.’
    

    
      Even as I spoke, I disliked my buttery, corny-as-f*ck words more and more. Were these the kinds of words that should be coming out of a high schooler’s mouth right now?!
    

    
      “My liege... please share that hope. Please help me achieve my dream before I breathe my last!”
    

    
      But this mister was flying into the fire like a moth seduced by the words of a high schooler... 
    

    
      “...You won’t regret it?”
    

    
      “Of course not!”
    

    
      “Then, let us work well together in the future, Sir Cedrian, Leader of the Knights.”
    

    
      “Ah...” Hearing the way I called him, Cedrian sucked in a breath.
    

    
      “If you want to be called a cool knight, you have to at least be the Leader of the Knights. Sir Cedrian, Leader of Nerman’s First Knight Order. Haha. Isn’t it cool?”
    

    
      “M-my liege...”
    

    
      Being the leader of a mercenary group famous on the continent was good too, but the leader of a knight order had a different weight to it.
    

    
      ‘If we’re gonna do this, we should go all out. Believe in me and I’ll push you forward right and proper!’
    

    
      I needed at least one knight order, anyway, and a powerful one that could push back most monsters in a single breath.
    

    
      And like the blessing of the gods, Cedrian, from this moment on… 
    

    
      Was mine.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 65: The More The Merrier
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “W-What’s all this?”
    

    
      “Haha, we had quite a few things in need of repair, so I brought them. Is the magic furnace working well?”
    

    
      “Hooh, they’re all mithril alloy.”
    

    
      Rather than answering my question, the dwarf Cassiars’ eyes gleamed as he examined the broken wyvern armors and airplate.
    

    
      “I feel the craftsmanship of our brethren. It’s the workmanship of the Talvava Clan. Haha, what a truly fine masterpiece.”
    

    
      I couldn’t tell no matter how closely I looked, but Cassiars looked happy as he held one of the wyvern armors.
    

    
      “For the workmanship of humans, they’re quite impressive. Though it falls far short of our people...”
    

    
      Taking Patriarch Cassiars’ lead, the dwarves picked up the wyvern armors and airplate and examined them closely.
    

    
      “If they are reforged, the magic circle will be destroyed. Is that okay?”
    

    
      “Of course. While you are at it, please make them nice and strong.”
    

    
      “Naturally. As long as they fall into the hands of our Luhalumere Clan, they must become the greatest products in the world.”
    

    
      As if worried someone might think he wasn’t a master craftsman, Cassiars had pride in useless aspects.
    

    
      I had all the wyvern armor we acquired up until now in battle tied up and brought it all the way to the Dwarven Village. Before, because I lacked connections with magic towers and dwarves, I was unable to fix the broken armor, but things were different now.
    

    
      The dwarves’ customer service was almost as good as Samsung, Korea’s #1. It couldn’t get better.
    

    
      “Oh, and please make these things for me as well.”
    

    
      “What’s this?” Cassiars took a few pages of blueprints from me. “Ah, a dravit. Ohh! If we make it with this blueprint, then it should move very naturally.”
    

    
      The dwarf patriarch identified the blueprint as a dravit and ascertained its performance with a single glance.
    

    
      “With steel balls like this, it seems like the movements will connect quite naturally. As long as the magic circuitry inside is good, the efficiency should be improved by around 30%...”
    

    
      At the patriarch’s words, the elder dwarves clumped together to energetically discuss the blueprint.
    

    
      “What’s this now?” asked Cassiars while holding something other than the dravit blueprint. “It seems like a plow, but also not...”
    

    
      “You are correct, it is a plow.”
    

    
      “Really? What a peculiar shape. If it’s completed with this shape, it would be no different from several horses plowing the ground at the same time. And the depth can be easily controlled, too... Did you make this?”
    

    
      ‘Is there any other genius who could? Uhahahaha.’
    

    
      It was a bit iffy to call it the work of 21st century scientific technology, but what I had drawn up was a blueprint of one of the farming tools attached to tractors, something I had seen while visiting my grandpa in the countryside. I specially designed using the personal experience I had dragging a plow in Luna Village.
    

    
      “Please take a look at this one as well.”
    

    
      “Mm... This is...”
    

    
      “All you must do is put a mithril coating on the tip of the spear. Please make it as light as possible, and there has to be a place where a magic circle can be inscribed in the middle.”
    

    
      We would need a ton of enhanced Blessed Spears in the future. I specially designed this Blessed Spear 2.0 using the knowledge given to me by my master and with financial constraints in mind.
    

    
      “This much is nothing. But still, how impressive. For a human to think of all these things. As expected! You have the qualifications to be a friend of the Children of Rock!”
    

    
      I thought I could almost hear the ding of ‘Your intimacy has risen!’
    

    
      “You exaggerate. No matter how outstanding I may be, how could I compare to the Clansmen of Rock whose hands are akin to that of the gods? Please take care of me in the future as well.”
    

    
      “Hahaha, looking at someone with manners has suddenly made me quite happy. What do you think, today again...”
    

    
      ‘Holy! N-Not ANOTHER festival?’
    

    
      Perhaps he was yearning for the beer the Rubis Merchants had brought in large quantities, because Cassiars licked his lips as he asked my opinion.
    

    
      “The territory matters are busy, so...”
    

    
      “Oh... Is that so? That’s a bit of a shame...”
    

    
      The disappointment showed completely unhindered on the dwarves’ faces as if they were children.
    

    
      ‘My goodness, these people.’
    

    
      What other things would these guys want when alcohol and the forge were their only joys in life?
    

    
      “When I come to pick up these things, I will bring beer produced through a new secret method. It’ll probably taste so good that one out of two people will ascend to the heavens while drinking it.”
    

    
      “There’s a beer like that?”
    

    
      “Of course. Just believe in me!”
    

    
      “Alright! We’ll start the work today with all the dwarves. Don’t worry and come back after two weeks!”
    

    
      These dwarves were as gullible as fish; at the prospect of a new flavor of beer, they immediately became hopeful and rejoiced.
    

    
      I thought I could understand why they were always getting taken advantage of by humans.
    

    
      The humans who didn’t think of pureness as something to respect, but something to exploit, were completely oblivious to this fact:
    

    
      The dwarves who lived this simply were happier than the people who exploited them.
    

    
      

    

    
      *  * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “We must procure more warhorses. Mounted soldiers are vital for protecting the territory in an emergency.”
    

    
      “Continue to acquire more horses through the Rubis Merchants. Pay no attention to the price and purchase only the best.”
    

    
      “Understood. Next, I wish to report on the problem of sowing. If magic towers and merchant groups other than the Corvain Merchants, who have definitely turned their backs on the territory, request for sanctions against us, it will become difficult for the Rubis Merchants to supply goods to us as well. Something like that won’t happen right away, but if they raise the issue that my liege is not a formally appointed lord of the empire and high-ranking Bajran nobles are won over to their side, then other kingdoms will also submit to the pressure of the magic towers and merchant groups. It is critical that we complete the sowing in order to secure provisions before that happens.”
    

    
      ‘This personality of mine is the problem, sigh.’
    

    
      If things had gone to plan, it would have been fine for the merchant groups and magic towers to slowly turn their backs on us next year or the year after, but because I blew my temper, things became severe.
    

    
      However, I had no regrets.
    

    
      I would rather beat them up gratifyingly than suffer grievance after grievance.
    

    
      The problems of tomorrow were worries for tomorrow, anyway!
    

    
      “Just wait a few days. I have a good method in mind.”
    

    
      “Understood. Lastly, I will report on the various goods necessary for large-scale monster subjugation. Stimulated by the activity of the Skyknights, the movements of the monsters have been unusual as of late. In particular, the orcs that have the highest numbers in Nerman by far have been frequently attacking forts or villages on the front lines.”
    

    
      That was within my expectations. Monsters lived and moved on instinct, so they would know that a crisis was approaching them. 
    

    
      “We’ll have to gather the knights and commanding officers and come up with a concrete attack plan, but repelling the monsters is not the end. We cannot sweep the Rual and Kovilan Mountains, so it will not be easy to achieve safety within the entire territory. In addition, in order to construct the city that you wish to see, my liege, we will need an enormous amount of stones and wood, but as you know, besides the mountains, the Nerman Plains lack stone quarries and forests. I’m afraid that... it will be difficult for the time being.”
    

    
      As I looked at a map of the Nerman Plains, Derval said in a roundabout way that it was impossible.
    

    
      No matter how he racked his brains, he wouldn’t be able to find a way. As an Administration Academy graduate, Derval knew very well that money alone could not fix this place, a land discarded by a huge empire.
    

    
      However, to a certain extent, those were just Derval’s thoughts.
    

    
      I was different.
    

    
      “What do you think is the most dangerous existence right now?”
    

    
      “... I apologize for saying this, but everything is an enemy around us. And such difficult enemies that it is difficult to rank them.”
    

    
      Derval didn’t say it, but I was also well aware. And even among those enemies, the biggest problem was me, the person who caused huge affairs without any plans.
    

    
      “A few weeks from now, we will start the monster subjugation in earnest. From here, to here.”
      

    

    
      My finger traced a long line from the Havis Kingdom’s borders to the enormous plains where the Rual Mountains and Denfors were located.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Instead of an energetic “Yes, sir,” Derval just looked gravely at the area I pointed out.
    

    
      ‘We have to build a fort. We have to separate the mountains and the plains with a large-scale fortress or castle. At the same time, the roads have to be repaired. We’ll get nowhere if we keep going like this.’
    

    
      Just repelling the monsters wasn’t the end.
    

    
      Monsters had a vitality as strong as weeds and would threaten Nerman again as soon as there was an opportunity.
    

    
      And if something like that happened just a few times, we would be forced to let go of this big pie, just like the empire in the past.
    

    
      “As you wish, my liege!”
    

    
      Derval’s passionate cry came from behind me.
    

    
      He believed in me.
    

    
      Even if I said we would attack the empire tomorrow, Derval would believe in me and follow.
    

    
      There was no need to say much.
    

    
      A man achieves his goals using action, not word.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “What troubles you?”
    

    
      Being a lord wasn’t as romantic as the novels made it out to be.
    

    
      Well, it might be if you lived as you pleased like a villain character, but planning overall development of a territory wasn’t easy. I was lost in thought while eating dinner when Aramis cautiously asked what was on my mind.
    

    
      ‘Phew, just looking at her comforts the mind.’
    

    
      Holy power, magic, mana; I saw and experienced them, but they were still hard to believe.
    

    
      Particularly hard to get used to was how the influence of the gods touched everything on the continent.
    

    
      Just looking at Saint Aramis’ lovely face and the subtle holiness that enshrouded her made all my woes and worries fly away.
    

    
      “Haha, it is nothing. I was just wondering what tomorrow morning’s menu will be.”
    

    
      “I can tell...”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “I can see you’re lying.”
    

    
      Aramis’ uniform teeth showed as offered me a warm smile that reached her eyes. For a moment, it was as if a freesia was blooming in the dining hall. She woke up at dawn to pray and spent the whole day treating and comforting the sick, but she was still showing me such a bright smile. Complaining in front of her was laughable.
    

    
      “Please feel free. Though I am lacking, I have been praying every day for Lord Kyre...”
    

    
      Two sentences with suggestive meanings...
    

    
      ‘Feel free’ and ‘praying for me.’
    

    
      My heart warmed.
    

    
      “Thank you. I haven’t done anything for you, but here I am on the receiving end.”
    

    
      “That’s not true at all. Lord Kyre is the one who set me upright in front of God. That enlightenment is something I cannot repay even with my life.”
    

    
      Aramis’ brown eyes became moist with tears, like she was about to cry like a dummy.
    

    
      “Shall we go out?”
    

    
      “Can we really?”
    

    
      I wasn’t so cold-hearted that I could sit and watch a beautiful woman cry. Pointing to the sky, I sent her an invitation, to which Aramis clasped her hands in front of her with happiness.
    

    
      “Let’s go, my lady.”
    

    
      “Let us be off, my knight.”
    

    
      Rising from my chair, I extended one hand to the lady. At my actions, Aramis bent her knees a little in a curtsey.
    

    
      Thump thump. 
    

    
      My heart trembled.
    

    
      At this moment, I was a little nervous.
    

    
      Ahead of me was a date in the sky with a kind-hearted woman.
    

    
      I was jealous of absolutely no one in this world.
    

    
      Not even the emperor…   
    

    
      

    

    
      * * * 
    

    
      

    

    
      “Y-You will give me a wyvern?!”
    

    
      “Didn’t you say you received Skyknight education?”
    

    
      “T-That is true, but...”
    

    
      “If the Leader of Nerman’s First Knight Order isn’t good enough to be a Skyknight, then who is? I heard there are several people among your knights who have received formal training, so set them aside. I will acquire wyverns for them soon.”
    

    
      “My... my liege...”
    

    
      Cedrian, Leader of the Knights, called me his liege with a voice full of emotion.
    

    
      Not all knights were equal. Only a Skyknight could be called a true knight. 
    

    
      Bebeto and I “educated” the three mercenary wyverns that survived the battle and integrated them into our force. And then I granted Cedrian one of them.
    

    
      “Prepare for flight at once.”
    

    
      “As you command!!”
    

    
      “Che, you turn some people into leaders of the knights and even give them wyverns while making some people fly patrols day after day without rest! My liege, isn’t this just too unfair!?” complained Ryker, who was preparing for afternoon patrols.
    

    
      The Temir could invade at any time, so I didn’t call the Skyknights at Orakk Castle in charge of the North down to the South. That’s why the four Skyknights in Denfors, including Janice and Ryker, had to handle the patrols every day. No wonder the play-loving, disloyal, and lazy Ryker complained.
    

    
      “Sir Ryker, do you want to rest?”
    

    
      “Of course! I haven’t had a proper drink in the last month!! It’s so bad that I dry heave just sitting on a wyvern!”
    

    
      “That so? Then it’s time to rest.”
    

    
      “Huhu... Then, since new Skyknights have been recruited, may I rest a bit?”
    

    
      Ryker’s eyes shone with a wicked glint—who knew what the hell he was thinking?
    

    
      “If that’s really the case, then go rest.”
    

    
      “R-Really, sir?!”
    

    
      “Inform Derval and get, oh, a thousand Gold from him.”
    

    
      “!! Y-You don’t have to go that far...”
    

    
      “Ach, that’s nothing. It’s a little low for severance pay, but it’s good that you’re satisfied with it.”
    

    
      “Huh? S-Severance pay?”
    

    
      “You did well up until now. I heard that there’s a few people with Skyknight education among the First Order. I can just give one of them your wyvern, so go rest up. You don’t have to come from today onwards.”
    

    
      The moment I finished talking, Ryker’s mouth fell open.
    

    
      “S-Sir Berketh! What are you doing! We should go quickly. We saw yesterday that the orcs were gathering near Siseth Fort, were they not!”
    

    
      Ryker dashed towards his wyvern without looking back.
    

    
      “My liege! We’ll be back!”
    

    
      Then, scrambling onto his wyvern, he energetically sent a salute my way.
    

    
      “Hurry up and move! You slow poke!”
    

    
      He even got angry at his poor, blameless wyvern.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, Ryker and his wyvern flew into the skies above the covert with a flurry of dust.
    

    
      “Pu-puhahahaha.”
    

    
      “Hahahaha...”
    

    
      At that sight, the knights and soldiers clutched their bellies as they roared in laughter.
    

    
      ‘Seriously, these guys playing tricks... huhu.’
    

    
      No matter how slyly Ryker played his tricks, there was no way he could match up to me, someone who didn’t live 18 years for nothing.
    

    
      “Can you fly right away?”
    

    
      “Yes! Right away my liege!” shouted Cedrian.
    

    
      He must have put in quite a lot of effort in the past, because the mercenaries under him were reclassified without a hitch as a knight order. Unlike other mercenaries, Cedrian’s mercenaries knew their letters and were versed in etiquette. I had the inkling that Cedrian had planned to turn them into his knight order when he got his territory back.
    

    
      Of course, the important knight orders of empires or kingdoms were all at Grade 1 mercenary level, so these guys were a bit lacking.
    

    
      But so what? 
    

    
      Beggars can’t be choosers!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “OHH! This phenomenal flavor, what in the world is it?!”
    

    
      “It tastes sweet, but also bitter, and the fragrance is out of this world. It truly is a flavor that can send one out of two people to heaven while drinking.”
    

    
      ‘Seriously, how much random knowledge did Master have floating around in his noggin?’
    

    
      Most things would pop out in my head like formulas as soon as I thought of them. Among that wealth of knowledge was a curated selection of 11 beer production methods that even a dwarf would find amazing.
    

    
      “What about the things I requested...?”
    

    
      “Don’t worry. They’re all finished now. We made 200 spears and the mithril alloy armor and airplate were all fixed. We also completed five plows.”
    

    
      As expected for a godly race, the dwarves followed through with their promises. They had finished a nigh-impossible amount of work in just two weeks.
    

    
      “How are things progressing with the dravit?”
    

    
      “Mm... I think that will take some time.”
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      Instead of his always confident mien, Cassiars was stroking his beard with a perplexed expression.
    

    
      “Is there some kind of problem?”
    

    
      “We’re all out of mithril ore.”
    

    
      ‘Well whaddya know? There are times when dwarves are troubled by ores as well.’
    

    
      Even if it was the matchless mithril, I didn’t think it would be a problem for dwarves, natural-born miners. 
    

    
      “Is there no mithril mine?”
    

    
      “There is, and it’s even a mine of very good quality.”
    

    
      “Then why...”
    

    
      I could tell the situation was complicated, so I asked with caution.
    

    
      “Those bastards are really not returning it to us. They say it was always their territory and dare to block us dwarves! Those arrogant, rude pieces of shit!”
    

    
      I had no idea who he was talking about, but Cassiars spat as he cussed them out in a frenzy.
    

    
      “Are demon beasts the problem? If so, then please don’t worry. I will take care of it.”
    

    
      “They’re worse than demon beasts! Those bastards are more evil and malicious! They’re unrefined bastards who don’t know what ‘conversation’ means!”
    

    
      ‘Who could it possibly be? I-It can’t be dragons?’
    

    
      That couldn’t be. It was written in the history books that it had been thousands of years since a dragon last appeared in the human world. And besides, how could a dwarf (at least one that wasn’t completely fearless) utter such ludicrous things about a dragon?
    

    
      “The mithril mine is in the territory of those brainless duds of the forest, the elves. We had a replacement mine in the last hundred years so there was no need to run into the elves, but that one is now used up. What a shame... the one in the elves’ territory has more than enough for at least a thousand years...”
    

    
      ‘E-Elves! Ohhh!’
    

    
      A race of noble blood that appeared in novels! 
    

    
      Seeing even a half-elf was rare on the continent, so there were almost no people who had seen a full-blooded elf. They were a race that loved nature, were reluctant to communicate with other races, including humans, and possessed such outstanding magic skills and intimacy with spirits that humans would not dare to mess with them.
    

    
      “Can’t something be done?”
    

    
      “No... We did all sorts of things over the last hundreds of years to try and be friendly with them, but those beanpole jerks didn’t even give us the time of day. Just wait a little, we’ll find a new mithril mine!”
    

    
      “Around how long would that take...”
    

    
      “Well, if we get everyone together and do our best, then we’ll probably find one in a few years, right? If we can’t find one in the Rual Mountains, there’s also the Kovilan Mountains, so don’t worry too much.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Cassiars kept blithely saying ridiculous things. Not just several months, but several years, and even saying without a care that he would search other mountain ranges if there wasn’t one in the Rual Mountains...
    

    
      Frustration boiled up within me. Most of the stuff I was planning required mithril alloy. I couldn’t surmount our inferiority in military power with regular weapons and goods, and that inferiority would soon bring us to ruin.
    

    
      “Where is it?”
    

    
      “What? The Elven Village?”
    

    
      “Yes, I will go and negotiate.”
    

    
      “Hrmph, don’t be too greedy. You’ll get hurt like that. You probably didn’t know that those elves have Skyknights, did you?”
    

    
      “What? Skyknights?”
    

    
      I’d never heard that before. It was as strange as hearing someone say a tiger was drunk and attacked a bear.
    

    
      “Magic can be blocked somehow or another with armor and mana, but as soon as you approach their territory, they’ll appear like ghosts and shoot arrows with nary a notice.”
    

    
      “Not spears, but arrows?”
    

    
      “Their mana-charged arrows are controlled by spirits, so they never, ever miss. Because of those bastards, we struggled for hundreds of years finding a mithril mine. But a unique characteristic of mithril mines is that they are often clumped in one place. And those huge mines are the biggest among all the mithril mines currently discovered.”
    

    
      Just selling mithril ores could earn you a ton of money. Even a small territory could gain power and wealth rivaling most dukedoms the moment they developed a mithril mine. It was Kallian’s true lottery.
    

    
      “Where are they located?”
    

    
      “You really want to go?”
    

    
      It went without saying. We had to arm ourselves well before the enemies around us started to bare their teeth. Moreover, I already managed to earn the help of the dwarves. It was ridiculous that they wouldn’t be able to work because they had no mithril.
    

    
      “Sigh, the stubbornness of humans... It’s not far. It’s three days on foot, but on wyvern, you’ll be there soon. If you go north from the village...”
    

    
      Seeing my determination, Cassiars explained the location of the Elven Village.
    

    
      ‘Are they really as killer as Ryker said?’
    

    
      There was something more important than mithril.
    

    
      That elegant and noble figure of the Elven Queen from the Lord of the Rings...
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu.’
    

    
      For some reason, laughter began to bubble in my heart.
    

    
      A certain wise saying of the ancestors came to mind.
    

    
      While you’re at it, the more pretty ladies, the merrier!
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 66: Meeting the Elves
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘We need a ton of mithril!’
    

    
      If I hadn’t met the dwarves, we would have had to overcome quite a lot of trouble. Even the empire would be hard pressed to protect Nerman while being on the wrong side of the magic tower and merchant group that were the top heavy-hitters of the continent.
    

    
      That’s why we needed strength, strength so powerful it could send everyone packing with their jaws dropped the moment they stepped foot into Nerman.
    

    
      ‘Is it that mountain...?’
    

    
      I flew north like Cassiars explained, flying past countless high and pointy peaks of the Rual Mountains before we arrived at a massive, triangular mountain. I was told that the Elven Village was located in the middle of these mountains, a village hidden by an illusion magic circle that prevented Temir and humans from finding it.
    

    
      ‘A magic circle!’
    

    
      As we leisurely descended with the triangular mountain ahead of us, I felt the faint aura of mana. The flow of mana was so weak that I wouldn’t have been able to perceive it had I not reached the 6th Circle.
    

    
      ‘You’d have to be an 8th Circle Mage to make a magic circle of such huge scale!’
    

    
      Just thinking about something and seeing it first hand was like heaven and earth. I had expected it, but seeing the wide-area magic circle upped my tension.
    

    
      ‘They’ve fortified it with a magic crystal.’
    

    
      The illusion magic circle made an enormous area look exactly the same as the surroundings. An incredible magic crystal would be necessary to power an 8th Circle magic circle long-term. There was a limit to drawing in mana with a magic circle, and that limit could be resolved with an expensive magic crystal.
    

    
      Guooooooooo! 
    

    
      His mana perception ability as outstanding as mine, Bebeto let out a short roar filled with quite a bit of vigilance.
    

    
      ‘Eh!’
    

    
      At that moment, I felt it too—something flying towards me.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      ‘!! That is—!!’
    

    
      After descending to around 1,000 meters above ground, the mana barrier disappeared. The appearance of an ordinary forest vanished into thin air, revealing gigantic trees at least 100 meters tall creating a forest, as well as natural dwellings in between. There were zero artificial colors; everything was in harmony, as if it had grown there like that.
    

    
      Fwiipp! 
    

    
      ‘Danger!’
    

    
      While I was momentarily stunned by the sight of the Elven Village that suddenly appeared when I broke through the illusion barrier, my ears caught the faint sound of something whistling through the air.
    

    
      “Air Shield!”
    

    
      An elven mana arrow controlled by Sylphs! I hastily erected a barrier of the same attribute.
    

    
      Baaaam! 
    

    
      A single arrow crashed into the Air Shield I’d memorized. As mana collided with mana, milky light flashed in the air.
    

    
      ‘An elven Skyknight...’
    

    
      Guoooooooooooo! 
    

    
      Bebeto roared his piercing rage towards the person who sent an attack his way.
    

    
      And then, I saw it—
    

    
      A white bird flying urgently from one side.
    

    
      It wasn’t a wyvern. It looked like an eagle, but a mane of white fur was growing around its neck. Though it was only half the size of Bebeto, it was approaching at a considerably fast speed.
    

    
      ‘Ara? That is—!’
    

    
      An elf was standing atop the bird, whatever it was, and drawing a bow. The elf was wearing thin, silver leather armor and a mask that couldn’t quite be called a helmet.
    

    
      The distance between us was just 400 meters.
    

    
      I hesitated. The moment I leveled a Blessed Spear at the elf, I’d be crossing a bridge of no return.
    

    
      And the next moment, I could see ten giant eagles behind the elf that attacked me.
    

    
      “Please halt! I came because I wanted to talk!”
    

    
      Using mana, I shouted loud enough to make the mountains shake.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      For a moment, the elf’s nocked bow stopped.
    

    
      Fwip! 
    

    
      However, it only lasted a moment before the elf shot another milky mana-charged arrow at me.
    

    
      ‘This jerk!’
    

    
      Elves were known as master archers, and their arrows were charged with mana on top of that. Far smaller than a Blessed Spear, the arrow cut through the air.
    

    
      “Bebeto, go!”
    

    
      Bebeto was born to fight.
    

    
      GUOOOOO! 
    

    
      At my cry, he released a knifelike roar as he rushed towards the large-headed eagle.
    

    
      “Wind Tornado!”
    

    
      It was already too late to throw a spear. I let loose one of the many 5th Circle spells I’d memorized before coming here.
    

    
      Schwwwwing! 
    

    
      Master Bumdalf’s signature spell casting allowed me to do what most mages couldn’t–cast a spell in an actual fight as dire as this. A spell could only be cast by drawing the mana in the atmosphere, a feat that demanded a high degree of concentration.
    

    
      But I was different. 
    

    
      The mana in the atmosphere reacted as if waiting for my chant, and a sharp tornado of wind shot explosively forward.
    

    
      Booom! 
    

    
      The arrow crashed into my magic and was sent flying into a different direction.
    

    
      ‘Holy! Look at that!’
    

    
      But that wasn’t the end of the arrows—the elf was already drawing back THREE arrows at the same time. They stabilized themselves with their lower body atop the eagle and only used their upper body to draw the longbow.
    

    
      ‘I’ll be at a disadvantage like this!’
    

    
      Unlike spears, the arrows had almost no delay. In addition, I could see several eagles coming over from the distance—reinforcements would be here soon.
    

    
      The distance to the elf drawing back their bow was already 200 meters.
    

    
      Just a few breaths later, we would be face to face.
    

    
      ‘Dammit!’
    

    
      The moment I raised a spear, a conversation with the elves would definitely cross the River Styx.
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip! 
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Without waiting for me to make a decision, the elf’s three arrows came flying at me with incredible speed.
    

    
      “Wind Field!” 
    

    
      My insides burning, I cried out a spell, another 5th Circle wind spell.
    

    
      Whoooooosh. 
    

    
      The Wind Field encircled Bebeto as he flew, gathering wind into a storm in an instant.
    

    
      ‘I’ve got you now!’
    

    
      I couldn’t resolve this by holding back any longer.
    

    
      Booooom! 
    

    
      The incoming arrows crashed into the wind storm and bounced away.
    

    
      “Wind Press!”
    

    
      Pop! 
    

    
      As soon as the cast finished, the spell imbued with my will was fired like a cannonball at the eagle. A brutal wind offensive spell, Wind Press could blow up the target with pressurized air. The pressure could be increased many times over according to the caster’s mana quantity.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      Boom! 
    

    
      ‘Hooh! They can even use magic?’
    

    
      Surprisingly, the cheeky elf barely avoided a crisis with Shield magic.
    

    
      “Wind Press! Wind Press! Wind Press!” 
    

    
      However, they didn’t know that my specialty was beating a beaten man, and then hitting and hitting them some more!
    

    
      Pop! Pop! Pop! 
    

    
      Compressing the air over and over, the powerful Wind Presses burst towards the elf.
    

    
      Boom! 
    

    
      One of them crashed into another shield.
    

    
      Boom! Boom! 
    

    
      SQUAAAWKKK! 
    

    
      But then came the heavy sounds of impact and the eagle’s pained cry.
    

    
      “AHHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      I defended myself in the urgency of the situation, but I had no intention to kill the elf, so I didn’t put too much force into the spells. However, the king eagle took a blow full-on, scattering feathers everywhere as it whirled a few times before plummeting down.
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      We were only 30 meters apart. The elf screamed right in front of me as they began to plunge headlong to the ground.
    

    
      “Fly!”
    

    
      It was already too late to save them on Bebeto. In the blink of an eye, I unclasped the safety ring and sprang into the air.
    

    
      Swooooooosh. 
    

    
      There were only around 800 meters to the ground.
    

    
      In order to reach the elf, I increased my acceleration speed, and the incredible wind force smashed into my helmet.
    

    
      ‘F*ck...’
    

    
      If things could have been resolved nicely with words, I could have avoided all this toil and trouble, but thanks to this stubborn asshole of an elf, I had to go frickin’ bungee jumping now.
    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      According to the law of gravitational acceleration, we plummeted and the elf was one step away from becoming a mashed potato when—
    

    
      Grab! 
    

    
      I was able to grab the elf’s hand, the ground so close I could see every blade of grass and stone.
    

    
      I pulled the elf’s body into my embrace.
    

    
      ‘Fly! Superman!’
    

    
      Swoooooooooosh.
    

    
      I was using Fly, but I had been dropping vertically rather than flying horizontally, so it took a ton of mana to level out.
    

    
      ‘Ugh!’
    

    
      After switching to horizontal flight with enormous difficulty due to the momentum, my gaze was met by some huge trees. They were easily over 100 meters tall, as if they grew up on a diet of pure fertilizer.
    

    
      Swoooooosh! 
    

    
      I barely grazed past the trees, the branches almost hitting my feet.
    

    
      ‘Omg....’
    

    
      And then, I saw it.
    

    
      Five elves atop five king eagles, their bows drawn towards me.
    

    
      I couldn’t see their faces because of their silver masks, but I could tell how mad they were from the mana shimmering on their arrows.
    

    
      Squish squish. 
    

    
      Just then, I felt something squishy under my hand.Our acceleration had decreased almost to a standstill. I could feel something pressing right up against my airplate...
    

    
      And the electrifying feeling of a certain something traveled from the hand holding the elf up my spine.
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      My widened eyes turned slowly from the elves to the one in my arms, and a wordless cry burst out of my lips.
    

    
      ‘F-Female elf!’
    

    
      The scale mithril armor worn by the elf had gathered around areas like her shoulder and legs after the mana supplied to it stopped, and the mask on her face had also disappeared.
    

    
      What appeared was a 175 cm tall, well-proportioned beauty so perfect that even world-class models would cry in defeat. Her silver hair gleamed with a slightly blue luster in the sun and cascaded and fluttered in the wind.
    

    
      Gulp. 
    

    
      I unconsciously gulped.
    

    
      The elven lady had most certainly lost consciousness due to the magic aftershock. For a moment, I couldn’t help but silently admire her red lips, cold and intellectual-looking eyes, and her furrowed, perfect forehead. I even had a momentary impulse to use Fly and run away with her in my arms.
    

    
      Guooooooo! 
    

    
      ‘Fudge...’
    

    
      Bebeto, flustered from me jumping off so suddenly, was being held captive by several Shuriels.
    

    
      ‘To think the elves had saint-level beauty....’
    

    
      In any case, I had come here to have a conversation. A skirmish broke out because of this elf suddenly attacking me, but that wasn’t my fault. Holding the elf, who exuded an otherworldly aura different from humans, I slowly descended onto a clearing in the Elven Village.
    

    
      Before I knew it, over a hundred elves had hurriedly gathered. Dozens of archers were leveling mana-charged arrows at me.
    

    
      Thump. 
    

    
      My feet hit the ground.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      At that moment, the elves’ curious and frosty gazes centered right on me.
    

    
      I took off my helmet, smiling awkwardly.
    

    
      “H-Hallo.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      What inadvertently came out of my mouth was the German greeting from Earth. But the only response that awaited me was the expressions of earthlings meeting an alien. There was absolutely no way they would welcome me, someone who was holding their ally in my embrace and giving an awkward smile.
    

    
      ‘Why isn’t this woman waking up?’
    

    
      Thanks to wearing such good quality full-body mithril armor, there were no traces of injury on her. The lady elf had definitely just fainted because of the sudden magic attack and the fear from falling. 
    

    
      The hostile eyes of the elves alternated between me and the woman.
    

    
      ‘What a crowd of seriously lucky dogs.’
    

    
      Most of the women were easily over 170 cm, while the men were over 185 cm, hitting around 190 cm. I could only see beautiful women and men that would make Russian lingerie models from TV shopping channels look like squids in comparison. 
    

    
      Shuffle. 
    

    
      Just then, the circle of elves surrounding me parted to make a path for five elves.
    

    
      ‘Elders? But why are they so young?’
    

    
      I could tell from the way the elves bowed towards the five elves that they were elder level.
    

    
      ‘W-What an enormous amount of mana!’
    

    
      Elves could normally live for hundreds of years. If you trained magic throughout those long years, it was only natural that humans would never be able to compare. I felt mana quantity beyond what I could handle from the elven elders who looked like handsome middle-aged misters.
    

    
      Guo! GUO! GUOOO! 
    

    
      Captured by Shuriels and the elven Skyknights, Bebeto roared angrily as he was forced to land next to me.
    

    
      THUD! 
    

    
      As he did so, being twice as big as a king eagle, Bebeto’s weight shook the earth.
    

    
      ‘Are we prisoners now?’
    

    
      I didn’t feel any intention to attack, so I didn’t go on the offensive, but we captured all too easily.
    

    
      ‘No, I’m the one with the prisoner.’
    

    
      The silver-haired elf was still in my arms. In the elves’ eyes, I was the one with the prisoner.
    

    
      “May green serenity be with thee... O’ human, this is a restricted territory where your people are not allowed. Release the elf and leave.”
    

    
      As was becoming for an elder of a nature-loving race with a taboo against killing, the elven elder extended a greeting to me and asked me to leave. The middle-aged male elf had streaks of white interspersed in his blue hair. His smooth face made him look like a kind-natured neighborhood mister.
    

    
      “May green serenity be with thee... I wish to apologize for barging in like this and breaking your peace.”
    

    
      Courtesy would be met with courtesy. I bowed my head and expressed my respect to the elves. My sense of manners wouldn’t allow me to speak with my head straight up to these elves who were as ancient as mountain spirits several hundreds of years old.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, if it were the dwarves, I would just offer to have a drink.’
    

    
      It was as if I came to a solemn funeral.
    

    
      There were already tons of elves gathered in the clearing.
    

    
      “Nn... ngh.”
    

    
      ‘!!’
    

    
      Just then, something unexpected happened.
    

    
      The elf lady soundly unconscious in my arms groaned as if waking from sleep as she wrapped two long arms around my neck.
    

    
      ‘What kind of jackpot is this!’
    

    
      The time and place weren’t quite right, but the feeling of the woman’s soft arms wrapping around my bare neck sent waves of electricity running down my body.
    

    
      But I was helpless, completely helpless.
    

    
      In my right arm was the lady, and my left arm was holding onto my helmet, so I was forced in my defenseless state to endure the elf lady’s savage attack(?). 
    

    
      ‘Hng!’
    

    
      The elven lady squeezed me like I was her pillow, and just then, I—completely unwittingly—powerlessly, so very powerlessly lowered my face towards hers.
    

    
      “Haa...”
    

    
      We were almost touching—I could feel her sweet breath.
    

    
      ‘J-Just kill me already!!’
    

    
      This was just torture.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      The moment I was about to throw all thoughts to the wind and press my lips against hers, the closed eyes of the elf flashed open.
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      Her eyes were like glass, like a blue coral reef atop a field of white snow.
    

    
      Our eyes met just like that.
    

    
      What an incredibly awkward moment.
    

    
      This PG-15 scene played out in front of hundreds of spectators.
    

    
      The elven woman’s body trembled intensely.
    

    
      “Narmias, how did this happen?”
    

    
      “E-Elder!”
    

    
      It felt as if the little bird in my arms was flapping its wings to fly up and away into the sky. The elven woman scrambled with alarm out of my embrace in an instant, and as her warmth left, I woke abruptly from my reverie.
    

    
      “Haha, it seems there’s been a slight misunderstanding. I didn’t know how, but I accidentally broke into the illusion magic circle, and this elf lady shot her arrows in the thick of the situation. I cast magic in order to block those arrows, and as you can see, things became like this.”
    

    
      I gave a short but concise explanation in the elf lady’s stead. The elders and elves turned from Narmias to look at me.
    

    
      “That is correct. O’ branch of eternity, esteemed Elder.”
    

    
      “Return and prepare.”
    

    
      “I humbly obey.”
    

    
      ‘Huh? Why is he sending her back all of a sudden?’
    

    
      We were pretty much strangers, but still, we had almost touched noses just now! Regret rushed in like a wave.
    

    
      
        Zzzzt. 
      
    

    
      ‘Why are these jerks shooting daggers at me like that?’
    

    
      While I was watching Narmias’ captivating back as she quietly disappeared into the throng of elves, I felt a lot of male elves shooting sharp glares at me.
    

    
      It was a familiar sensation, something I had felt a lot at Kirphone Covert... Jealousy.
    

    
      “Imprison him in the Cave of Punishment.”
    

    
      ‘Wut? Imprison?!’
    

    
      “We humbly obey.”
    

    
      “Wait a moment! I am the Lord in charge of Nerman. This isn’t good for either of us. Let us resolve matters with conversation! Conversation!”
    

    
      At the sudden order to imprison me, I shouted at the back of the elder as he left.
    

    
      Cla-cla-clang! 
    

    
      However, the heartless elven elders disappeared, and I was left with elven warriors drawing bows and swords at me.
    

    
      ‘Shit...’
    

    
      The thought of drawing my sword did occur to me for a moment, but I dismissed it. The elders looked stronger than me, and there were elven Skyknights flying in the sky. Bebeto could get hurt.
    

    
      ‘Alright then, since things are already like this, might as well have a nice, long rest in the Elven Village...’
    

    
      I didn’t feel any bloodthirst from the elves. They were staring at me full of jealousy and rage, but nothing more.
    

    
      And there was something strange, too. The elder told me to leave at first, but then he suddenly ordered my imprisonment.
    

    
      There was definitely some kind of reason behind that.
    

    
      ‘Wow! Wellness retreats galore.’
    

    
      Only now did the elves’ houses come to my attention.
    

    
      They weren’t brick houses like in some wellness retreats, but there were large spaces amidst the roots and trunks of the enormous trees as if they were put there by nature’s hand. And those spaces were furnished by dead wood or stones to make the elves’ houses.
    

    
      Warm rays of sun sparkled as it passed through green leaves and tree vines, greeting me and saying, “Welcome to the Elven Village.”
      

    

    
      ‘The stars are so beautiful.’
    

    
      Late evening had descended on the Elven Village. Starlight poured in through a stone window with a clear view of the sky.
    

    
      ‘To call this a prison is just... Tsk tsk.’
    

    
      The entrance of the cave was ‘blocked’ by a few dry sticks weaved together; if I wanted to, I could easily escape from the large stone window. There were two elven warriors outside, but I could take care of them with one spell. ‘Seriously no manners, they didn’t even give me dinner.’
    

    
      Wanting to experience the life of the elves a bit, I let the elves put me in prison and everything, but they didn’t give me any food. Around 100 meters away, the Elven Village was enjoying a peaceful night.
    

    
      Just then, I heard footsteps.
    

    
      ‘Is it food? Aww, it’s not.’
    

    
      It was a few elven warriors with mithril swords the shape of rapiers at their hips.
    

    
      “The Elder wishes to see you. Come with us quietly.”
    

    
      Maybe they were hostile to humans by nature as the elven warrior frostily told me to shut up and follow.
    

    
      “Let’s do that.”
    

    
      Ker-chunk. 
    

    
      The door to the prison, which was more like a wooden barn door, opened.
    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    
      ‘You sure are impatient.’
    

    
      Not even giving me a chance to stretch once I got outside, the elven warrior walked forward briskly.
    

    
      ‘Hm? We’re not going to the village?’
    

    
      The elves who came to get me led me into a forest thick with trees instead of going to the village. There was a small path, but it was obviously a gloomy place.
    

    
      ‘These guys can’t be...?’
    

    
      Even if they mugged me, all I had was a wyvern and an airplate, things not very useful to the elves. I dismissed my suspicions. If they had wanted to kill me, they would have tried to do so from the start.
    

    
      “How many elves are living here?” I asked.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      I tried to start a conversation, but the elves’ mouths were screwed shut. They were as silent as a grave.
    

    
      ‘Seriously, such poor taste.’
    

    
      The fiery dwarves were a hundred times better.
    

    
      ‘This is why they get picked on.’
    

    
      In the history books, it was said that humans and the demi-humans had lived together at one point. But for whatever reason, after a huge war broke out between the humans and the demi-humans, there was very little interaction for almost a thousand years.
    

    
      ‘What kind of place is this?’
    

    
      After going through the thick patch of forest, we arrived.
    

    
      ‘It’s huuuge.’
    

    
      Before me stood a tree even bigger than the massive 100 meter ones. Easily 20 meters in diameter and 150 meters tall, the tree stood there in all its glory. Underneath it, there were a few houses made of wood. 
    

    
      “Go into the building you see in the front. The Elder is there.”
    

    
      When we came into sight of the houses, the elven warrior’s voice trembled a little.
    

    
      ‘Mana barrier? What is this place?’ Surprisingly, a mana barrier was deployed around the large tree. ‘It feels like purification magic.’
    

    
      As I walked towards the place the elf had directed, I discerned the flavor of the mana.
    

    
      Whirr. 
    

    
      Then, I quietly passed through a dense, transparent mana barrier, the second time today since crossing the mana barrier from the illusion magic.
    

    
      “Cough! Cough!”
    

    
      “Eughh...”
    

    
      ‘Eh? What are those sounds?’
    

    
      There were coughs and groans that I hadn’t heard outside the mana barrier.
    

    
      ‘Patients? Then is this a hospital?’
    

    
      I turned around in confusion, but the elven warriors were already gone. I walked towards the central building the warriors had told me to go to.
    

    
      ‘This is pretty unsettling...’
    

    
      I only came to get mithril, but I could somehow feel things getting complicated.
    

    
      I hesitated a bit in front of the door.
    

    
      “I see you’ve arrived, come, enter.”
    

    
      It was the voice of the elven elder from the day.
    

    
      ‘Ara? Why is his voice like this?’
    

    
      Unlike when he ordered my imprisonment, the elder’s voice was devoid of energy.
    

    
      Creak. 
    

    
      I opened the door slightly and went inside.
    

    
      ‘Mm...’
    

    
      It was a simple room.
    

    
      As expected for elves who loved nature, the inside of the room was made without cutting live wood. It had a single bed, two chairs, and two large windows. That was all.
    

    
      Next to the bed was the elder, and on the bed, a young elf.
    

    
      “Sleep now... The soft rays of the sun will tickle you awake next morning.”
    

    
      The elder stroked the child’s hair with gentle movements.
    

    
      ‘Red spots?’
    

    
      Under the elder’s mana-imbued hand, the child fell into slumber. There were red spots all over the child’s face and body.
    

    
      “Sit.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir...”
    

    
      “I apologize for not being able to offer you a cup of tea.”
    

    
      “No, sir, it’s not a problem.”
    

    
      This wasn’t a good time or place to ask for food. The heavy air of the hospital room brought melancholy to my heart.
    

    
      “The years have been so very long...” Taking his hand off the child’s head, the elf elder looked out the window as he suddenly began to speak. “It has already been a thousand years since we have lived without direct contact with humans. We have nothing, but we also lack for nothing, so we elves, who were quietly born in nature, returned to nature. Of course, there were a few elves with big dreams who left at the time, but just like how one cannot drink polluted water after having tasted a clear spring, the elves have separated from the human world.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The elder’s monologue continued like a confession. “Even the dragons that were the absolute strongest at one point in the Middle Realm all disappeared. When I was young, an elder told me that they had opened a gate to a different dimension and left. Because they could not be the rulers of the Middle Realm due to the gods who love humans, the dragons left on their own accord.”
    

    
      The elder recounted parts of this continent’s history that I didn’t know.
    

    
      “And the Middle Realm was left with the demon beasts and monsters left by the demons, humans, and the demi-humans. At first, it was peaceful, in its own way. The humans weren’t very numerous, and before magic and sword techniques developed, they were only able to survive by borrowing the strength of us elves, dwarves, and beastmen. However, all the peace was shattered because of humans, who always want something bigger than what they have.”
    

    
      I didn’t know why he was telling me this, but I nodded at the elven elder’s words. Humans lived greedily, wanting more than what they already have. That was something I had thoroughly seen and experienced myself.
    

    
      “The demon beasts and monsters were pushed back one by one, and the continent’s land was claimed for habitation as it expanded. The humans became more and more prosperous. Excellent, outstanding scholarly abilities and efforts, as well as reproductive ability that the other races could not compare to, became the foundation for the humans’ prosperity.”
    

    
      ‘R-Reproductive ability... Kek.’
    

    
      I had nothing to say. Because I, too, was a human who had to bow to reproductive ability.
    

    
      “And then, there was war. The records are passed down only orally, but it was said to be truly fierce. The humans made a kingdom and suddenly enslaved the demi-humans. Of course a war would break out. There was peace amongst everyone, but the humans one-sidedly made the others into slaves, and all the demi-humans felt rage.”
    

    
      It wasn’t something I did, but my face burned.
    

    
      It was a foregone conclusion.
    

    
      There were countless abominable acts of human selfishness and greed occurring on 21st century Earth as well. Not knowing the wisdom that sharing is caring, only humans would take and take, leaving the things they took to rot in storage.
    

    
      Not long ago, I saw a certain piece of news on TV. We were a terrifying race of people that would toss wheat into the ocean blue just because the price of wheat plummeted when there were hundreds starving in Africa.
    

    
      We wouldn’t be much different here on this continent as well.
    

    
      “However, your ancestors were different. What frightening existences humans were back then. After just a single year of war, the most warlike among us, the beastmen, were almost exterminated, and the elves and dwarves were chased into various mountains in the continent. An 8th Circle archmage was burned to death by thousands of human mages hurling Fire Balls without rest, an archspirit was forcibly de-summoned after getting hit by a mana-charged spear, and the steel claws of the beastmen were split in twain by the Aura Blades of Masters. I didn’t see it personally, but doesn’t it sound incredible?”
    

    
      “I-It does.”
    

    
      What kind of actions the greedy humans would take was crystal clear without seeing it.
    

    
      “And the surviving demi-humans became like this today. Besides the occasional times when we leave for a short while to get things we need, we have lived very peacefully. In these mountains, where the monsters who were previously our enemies block the humans for us.”
    

    
      Even a greedy human would be hard pressed to barge into these barren mountains. Or rather, since humans already had the huge playground that were the plains, so they would only be curious about the elves.
    

    
      “Sigh... It seems I said unnecessary things to you, a human.”
    

    
      “No, sir. I am grateful to have heard such interesting things.”
    

    
      “But how did you find this place? You don’t look like someone skilled enough to see through the illusion magic circle...”
    

    
      “Allow me to formally introduce myself. I am the newly appointed Lord of Nerman, Baronet Kyre de Adaron. There is something urgent I need the Elven Village’s cooperation for, so I ended up trespassing upon your peace.”
    

    
      “Oh dear, I haven’t even told you my name, have I. I am the Chief Elder of the Green Wood Clan, Parciano.”
    

    
      ‘If he’s the Chief Elder, just how old is he?’
    

    
      The dwarves had a lifespan of nearly two hundred years. But elves could live even longer than them. I was curious about Chief Elder Parciano’s age—just from appearance, he looked to be in his early thirties.
    

    
      “In human years, I believe I have lived around 400 years.”
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      Even if you ate mountain ginseng as a snack every day and made alcohol with an herb of eternal youth, you wouldn’t be able to live this long. But Elder Parciano stated without reserve—and as if he were undershooting the age, no less—that he was 400 years old. My grandpa’s grandpa and his grandpa’s grandpa could call him “senior” and it would still fall short.
    

    
      “Why so surprised? I can easily live another 100 years, but do I look that old to you?”
    

    
      “N-No, sir.”
    

    
      Chief Elder Parciano was more like the mister next door rather than an elven elder. Just like my first impression, he was kind and warm.
    

    
      “Is it because of the mithril?”
    

    
      As if to show that his 400 years weren’t just for show, the Chief Elder hit the bullseye in one go.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I had nothing to hide.
    

    
      “So the dwarves told you. For those fellows with useless greed towards those stones to tell you this place... You must be a human worth trusting.”
    

    
      The Chief Elder had the insight to put one and one together. The last thing he said about me being a human worth trusting was completely off the mark, but I nodded.
    

    
      “Mithril is an absolute necessity to develop the territory. Please allow us to mine until we can find a different mine.”
    

    
      “Hm... mine...”
    

    
      At my honest words, Parciano closed his eyes tight and fell into contemplation. It didn’t seem like an easy decision.
    

    
      “It wouldn’t be humans mining, but dwarves. Also, I will take the location of this place to my grave.”
    

    
      I didn’t know if he would believe me, but I was someone who knew how to keep this level of promise, at least.
    

    
      To be honest, I didn’t want the elves living peacefully as a part of nature to live out in the world with humans. Because even if it wasn’t me, there were countless humans who would commit unspeakable crimes.
    

    
      “Your words do seem believable. You’re quite different from that one human I met around a hundred years ago.”
    

    
      ‘A hundred years ago?’
    

    
      Somehow, whenever I heard ‘a hundred years ago,’ I would think of a certain person.
    

    
      “He was an impressive person. He is probably the only human to have reached the 8th Circle in the history of humankind.”
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      Every hair on my body stood up on end as soon as I heard that.
    

    
      “He flew over one day without warning and demanded that we give him the mithril airplates we made. Haah, I even got this scar on my forehead fighting with that human back then.”
    

    
      The Chief Elder drew back the hair on his handsome forehead, revealing a brutal-looking scar that looked to be caused by fire.
    

    
      ‘Dammit!’
    

    
      This human, there wasn’t a single place where he DIDN’T cause a ruckus. I had no idea how the hell he became as close as thieves with the dwarves, but it seemed he picked a fight with the elves.
    

    
      “S-So what happened then?”
    

    
      “Haha, we were robbed. He caught the attacking elven riders, stripped them of their platemail on the spot, and disappeared using Warp. That was the most dumbfounding moment in my 400 years of life.”
    

    
      ‘Kek....’
    

    
      Yep, that sounded like my eccentric master, all right. If he had approached them nicely, he might have been able to get what he wanted via 8th Circle mage treatment, but Master just took them by force. Mentioning him wouldn’t get me very far in life, that’s for sure.
    

    
      “You’re the first human to come since that incident.”
    

    
      ‘I’m sorry. That mean human mage’s disciple is me. I deeply apologize for not being able to tell you.’
    

    
      “Haha, you must have had a hard time. From your words, it seems you met the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal, a mage known in the human world as well for being a scumbag.”
    

    
      Master was on Earth anyway, so I took the liberty to crap on his name a little.
    

    
      “The real hard time came afterwards... Because of that, this quiet place was swept with a fever for magic for a time.”
    

    
      It was obvious that the elves had learned magic to try and get revenge. There might even be elves in their prime who still remembered their resentment from back then.
    

    
      ‘Gotta be careful and then some.’
    

    
      It wasn’t beware of the dog, but beware of the master. Hatred was a scary thing.
    

    
      “I will permit it,” said the Chief Elder at last.
    

    
      ‘Woohoo!’
    

    
      The problem was solved easier than I expected. But there was a string attached.
    

    
      “But, I have a condition.”
    

    
      “Yes? By condition, you mean...”
    

    
      “Cure the sick elves.”
    

    
      “Pardon? C-Cure the elves?”
    

    
      “Yes. I’m sure you realized it, but this place is meant to treat elves when they are sick. If one stays here, where the mana of the Holy Tree of Earth gathers, most illnesses can be treated on their own. However, a year ago, a sickness spread around the village. No elves have died yet, but the afflicted are sick for a long time before losing their energy and collapsing on the spot. There are already over twenty such elves. I want you to cure this disease.”
    

    
      ‘Well whaddya know!’
    

    
      It was the start of an emergency mission. If I refused here, the tiny bit of goodwill the elves had towards me would go poof and I would never be able to come here again.
    

    
      However, I couldn’t accept without a little hesitation, either. I was no Physician Heo Jun, so how in the world should I cure these sick elves?[TN: Heo Jun was a court physician in the Joseon Dynasty. He’s one of the most famous doctors of ancient times because he compiled a book on Chinese medicine that is still considered as one of the classics of oriental medicine today.]  
    

    
      “I know it is a difficult request. However, won’t there be a way somewhere in the human world?”
    

    
      The elves were probably far more advanced than humans in magic and various mystical treatment methods, but the Chief Elder asked me to do it.
    

    
      ‘Ah! That’s right!’
    

    
      Just then, a certain thought flashed through my head like a lightning bolt.
    

    
      “I will do my best. No, I will definitely cure them!”
    

    
      “Really? Can you really cure them?!” said the Chief Elder, unable to believe me even though he asked me to.
    

    
      “But you must give me a moment. I will find out the treatment method and come right away.”
    

    
      “Ohh! Thank you. If you are able to cure the elves, the Green Wood Clan will remember that favor for generations!”
    

    
      “Haha, what favor. It’s something I should do as a matter of course.”
    

    
      It was true that this was something I naturally needed to do.
    

    
      The problem was simply that it wouldn’t be free!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Huhuhu.’
    

    
      After coming out of the elf hospital building, the refreshing air filled my lungs.
    

    
      ‘I’ve struck it rich!’
    

    
      Nothing was confirmed yet, but as long as she was there, everything would definitely be resolved.
    

    
      I quietly walked in the Elven Village, which used almost no artificial things. The inside of the village was calm, without a single light, but there were various parts of the large trees that were lit up brightly.
    

    
      ‘Ara, what kind of light is that?’
    

    
      They weren’t fireflies, but hundreds, thousands of insects far brighter than moonlight that were brightly lighting up the Elven Village. It felt like nature itself was showing me the path. The moonlight poured its silver light as it descended upon the earth, and underneath it, the shining insects were dancing in tandem as they enjoyed a night festival.
    

    
      “How beautiful....”
    

    
      I watched the beautiful scene, my heart feeling light thanks to things working out well. Satisfaction filled my chest.
    

    
      I continued through the village. The elven warriors were gone, too. In the Elven Village, everyone was sleeping. Perhaps the Chief Elder had given an order, but no one came to supervise me.
    

    
      ‘This brat! He’s fast asleep!’
    

    
      His master hadn’t come back yet, but the black wyvern with golden stripes dared to fold his wings and sleep in the Elven Village’s central clearing. He knew exactly what kind of crisis had befallen his master, but Bebeto was conked out—what a little shit.
    

    
      ‘Rise and shine, you litte brat!’
    

    
      Making a fist in preparation, I stealthily approached Bebeto.
    

    
      “Lala~♬ ♪ ♪~~?~”
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      The moment I approached the big Bebeto, I heard a beautiful melody riding the wind into my ears.
    

    
      Rustle. 
    

    
      ‘Sylphs?’
    

    
      Surprisingly, above Bebeto’s head, there were a few Sylphs and shining insects dancing together.
    

    
      ‘Who is it?’
    

    
      Whoever it was, they had managed to put the temperamental Bebeto to sleep. From the voice, it was definitely a woman.
    

    
      I quietly walked around Bebeto towards the place where the melody was coming from.
    

    
      “Lali~ah ♬ ♬....”
    

    
      I didn’t know what kind of song it was, but the tune was as soft and sweet as a voice from the heavens. As if drawn into a deep sleep by the song, Bebeto didn’t open his eyes.
    

    
      ‘Who might it be, this lady who is unable to sleep tonight...’
    

    
      I was slightly expectant.
    

    
      The elf woman was brave enough to sing next to a fierce wyvern. She had definitely been waiting for me.
    

    
      ‘Ohh! What a killer mood!’
    

    
      Didn’t someone say that a woman was made a goddess by the big three?
    

    
      Lighting, Mood, Angle!
    

    
      The woman was stroking her long, cascading hair as she sat on Bebeto’s large knuckle. Ensconced by the light of the moon and the firefly-like insects, she showed her slender figure without concealing anything, a sight that made my heart sting.
    

    
      The elf woman was perfectly framed by the big three.
    

    
      My heart raced like a starving colt stumbling into a field full of carrots.
    

    
      “Um...”
    

    
      ‘Ara? Silver?’
    

    
      The moment I was about to try talking to the elf lady, I noticed the color of her hair.
    

    
      ‘I-It can’t be—!’
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The elf woman’s singing stopped abruptly at my voice. She slowly turned her head towards me.
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      ‘Narmias!!’
    

    
      To my shock, the elf woman who waited for me on this beautiful moonlit night was the elf who had attacked me, Narmias.
    

    
      ‘But why?’
    

    
      The moment I saw it was her, countless questions rose in my heart. I had held her for a brief time due to unforeseeable circumstances, but that shouldn’t be a very good memory for her. I was, of course, thankful for the experience, but for Narmias, it must have been a shameful moment.
    

    
      But here she was, waiting for me. And deep in the night, when all the elves were sleeping, no less.
    

    
      “So you’re here...”
    

    
      “Huh? Yes...”
    

    
      She confirmed without a trace of doubt that she had been waiting for me.
    

    
      “You haven’t had anything to eat, right?”
    

    
      “Huh? Yes...”
    

    
      My responses were truly pathetic.
    

    
      That was just how scrambled my wits were.
    

    
      I kept racking my brain, but I couldn’t come up with a single reason why the elf Narmias had waited for me so late into the night.
    

    
      “This is a lucasias fruit. It will taste similar to the bread that humans eat.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      With her slender fingers, Narmias passed over a fruit covered in green leaves.
    

    
      I was hungry.
    

    
      But the questions in my head made me forget my hunger.
    

    
      ‘A banana?’
    

    
      This fruit called a lucasias was around 10 cm wide and long and smelled like a ripe banana.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      There was no reason for it to be poisoned, so I took a bite. Surprisingly enough, it tasted and felt exactly like bread. 
    

    
      ‘Natural banana bread!’
    

    
      This was bread baked by nature itself, not bread made with wheat sullied by pesticides and chemicals. I hastily gulped down the bread. Yes, I was hungry, but I also had to eat it happily to show thanks(?) for Narmias’ care.
    

    
      “Please take your time eating it. I have more here.”
    

    
      The fierce energy from when she attacked me was gone. Instead, Narmias was helping me from the side like a housewife.
    

    
      ‘Wait a moment, could it be connected to those words?’
    

    
      Before I left the elf hospital, the Chief Elder had looked at me with a meaningful expression and said that when I went outside, there would be a problem I would have to resolve.
    

    
      Chew chew. 
    

    
      No matter how much I thought, the answer didn’t come.
    

    
      I scarfed down a few banana breads in that confused manner.
    

    
      “Thank you for the meal.”
    

    
      “Thank you for enjoying it.”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      When I slightly bowed my head along with my thanks for the food, Narmias also bowed. And she even thanked me back, her words ringing with sincerity.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but is there something you need to say to me...?”
    

    
      “Huh? No... That is...”
    

    
      At my question, Narmias’ face flushed red.
    

    
      I was sure there was something she had to say.
    

    
      ‘She can’t be telling me to take responsibility for that minor matter, right?’
    

    
      The only thing that could possibly connect Narmias and me was the brief fight in the day and her being in my arms for a bit. However, it made no sense for me to take responsibility for her life because of something so small. To put it frankly, if I would have had to take responsibility for an incident of that level in the human world, I would have already gotten a lifelong partner in kindergarten.
    

    
      Guoo. 
    

    
      ‘This birdbrain that knows no such thing as loyalty!’
    

    
      Bebeto had been conked out without even knowing if his master was dead or alive. Only after he heard my voice did he open his sleepy eyes and look absentmindedly at me.
    

    
      “Let’s go home, Bebeto.”
    

    
      Despite my inner thoughts, my voice was gentle. There was no need to show my prickly personality in front of this pretty elf.
    

    
      Guo guo... 
    

    
      ‘Ara, this little shit is—?’
    

    
      He should be getting up right away at my words, but Bebeto let out coquettish cries as he rubbed his long horns on Narmias’ body.
    

    
      ‘Enviable bastard.’
    

    
      Envy came before rage. I did have the experience of hugging Narmias, but I was wearing an airplate then, so this level of intimate skinship was naturally something to envy.
    

    
      “Thank you for troubling yourself to come out here. Next time, if there is time, let us at least have a cup of tea together.”
    

    
      “Huh? Yes...”
    

    
      If I weren’t so busy, I would invite her outright to a meal, but I didn’t have any time because of all the little lambs waiting for me back home.
    

    
      “Then, may peaceful serenity be with thee.”
    

    
      “...May green serenity be with thee...”
    

    
      Once I used the cheesy phrase of the elves, Narmias returned it with an elegant dip of her head, all while exuding some kind of regret towards me.
    

    
      Swoosh. 
    

    
      I lightly jumped onto Bebeto’s back.
    

    
      “Let’s go!”
    

    
      GUOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Even though the elves were sleeping, Bebeto let out a loud roar.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Beating his wings, we lifted off from the Elven Village.
    

    
      ‘Does she have something to say?’
    

    
      Narmias’ silver hair fluttered naturally within the draft caused by Bebeto. She was looking at me like Hachiko.
    

    
      I couldn’t just leave, so I gave her a wave.
    

    
      In response, she waved back.
    

    
      Swoooosh. 
    

    
      A few beats of Bebeto’s steel-like wings later, we flew into the sky, leaving the elf woman’s gaze as she watched us to the end behind us.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      Narmias, who had watched the human named Kyre departing until she could no longer see him in the night sky, let out the breath she had been holding.
    

    
      She could feel it.
    

    
      That even though the Elven Village was dark and quiet, most of the elves were listening to the conversation between the human and her.
    

    
      ‘If this, too, is the intent of the gods...’
    

    
      The elves who had lived a long time said the humans were heartless.
    

    
      Because they were existences that could not live for very long, they lived fiercely without being able to realize the truly important things in life.
    

    
      And this man, Kyre, left.
    

    
      Not knowing what it meant to share breaths with an elf, the black-haired human man became a shadow and flew briskly away into the sky.
    

    
      “Hahhh...”
    

    
      Narmias let out another sigh.
    

    
      According to the customs of the elves, she could no longer meet a different partner.
    

    
      She was now tied to the fate of having to give her everything for his sake.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 67: Narmias
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “As expected, leaving the house brings so much toil.”
    

    
      After leaving the Elven Village, we headed straight for home, the covert.
    

    
      It was late at night. Judging from the position of the moon, we would be arriving at the covert 4 am in the morning.
    

    
      ‘So frickin’ skilled.’
    

    
      The things Bebeto did really made one speechless. The traitor Bebeto who slept peacefully even while his master was imprisoned was currently showing me a new skill.
    

    
      And that was flying with his eyes closed.
    

    
      After catching an orc sleeping on the ground to eat because he was hungry, Bebeto flew towards the covert. I saw his eyes after he started moving his wings mechanically, and they were frickin’ closed.
    

    
      Surprisingly, Bebeto was able to fly in his sleep. Because he didn’t have an in-built navigation device, I had to control the reins all the way to the covert, which we finally reached. His actions were abominable, but his only sin was meeting the wrong owner, so I couldn’t reproach him.
    

    
      “Bebeto, it’s a beautiful female!”
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      ‘Dammit...’
    

    
      This dozing brat opened his eyes wide at the mention of a female.
    

    
      Bang! 
    

    
      “Take this, you blockhead wyvern!”
    

    
      I punched Bebeto’s head.
    

    
      GUOO! 
    

    
      Whooooshh. 
    

    
      The female was a lie and the top of his head hurt, so Bebeto angrily circled once in the air. I felt it necessary to ship him off to Marine Corps Bootcamp one day. 
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      Passing the covert guards who were dozing off without even seeing us, I spotted a certain silhouette. Someone was standing next to Bebeto’s hangar.
    

    
      ‘Aramis?’
    

    
      It was so late at night, but Aramis was staring into the empty sky.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Bebeto assumed the correct position and slowly landed in front of his hangar.
    

    
      ‘Aramis....’
    

    
      Was she waiting for me? Aramis sent a bright smile my way as we landed.
    

    
      The white robe she wore and her blue hair fluttered in the wind.
    

    
      Guoooooo. 
    

    
      Bebeto expressed his happiness to see her before I could. As expected for a guy who grew up drinking holy water from his time in the shell, he was good at kissing priest ass.
    

    
      Whoosh. 
    

    
      I jumped down in front of Aramis, who must have been waiting for me late into the night.
    

    
      “You are back late,” Aramis said, looking at me with a tender smile, like a wife waiting for her husband.
    

    
      “Why are you out here without sleeping, Lady Aramis?”
    

    
      “I woke up and came out to get some air.”
    

    
      The dark circles under her eyes were evidence of her lie. She must be exhausted after treating the sick and weary all day long, but she was out here worrying about me instead of sleeping.
    

    
      ‘Aramis....’
    

    
      I called her name with a low voice in my heart. Even my mother didn’t show this level of care for me. For some reason, I was struck with an emotion that I had never felt in my life.
    

    
      “The night wind is cold. Please, go in and rest.”
    

    
      I had the impulse to grab her hand at least, but what came out of my mouth was something contrary to my feelings.
    

    
      “Yes, it’s time to sleep now.” Aramis nodded with happy eyes, as if finally able to settle down after confirming my return. “May the gods grant thee rest.”
    

    
      Drawing a cross, Aramis granted me a small blessing. Her head bowed, she walked towards the hangar remodeled into a temple.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      I expressed my feelings towards the girl walking with her back to me.
    

    
      Aramis’ steps halted abruptly.
    

    
      “T-Thank you from me as well...”
    

    
      After a slight pause, she relayed her thanks with an emotional voice.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The distance to her was just 5 meters.
    

    
      I had the urge to run over and hug her.
    

    
      “I will see you tomorrow.”
    

    
      But she was a priestess living in the service of a god. I bowed my head towards Aramis.
    

    
      I stood there listening to her footsteps pattering away, light as a bird.
    

    
      ‘Mm...’
    

    
      An inexplicable groan sounded in my heart.
    

    
      Because of that feeling, that strange feeling I couldn’t quite put my finger on...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Sir Janice, Sir Ryker, Sir Berketh, and Sir Atisann, as well as 500 cavalry, 2,000 infantry, and 1,000 archers will form the First Army.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      “Also, Sir Cedrian and his Skyknights, the 500 men of the First Order, 2,000 infantry, and 1,000 archers will form the Second Army.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      After sunrise, I summoned the important knights to the headquarters, which I had turned into my office. They responded to my orders with vigorous salutes.
    

    
      “As you know, we must soon go into large-scale battle against the monsters. However, against these monsters with such strong vitality that even the empire gave up, just pushing them back once will not be the end.”
    

    
      That went without saying.
    

    
      “Starting from the part of the Lovent River that begins here, at the Havis Kingdom borders, all the way to the headwaters at the Rual Mountains, we will first subjugate the monsters within a time period of one month.” As I explained the plan, I gestured at a map of the Nerman Plains. “Our primary goal is to clear this area and reconstruct a broken fort before the rainy season begins.”
    

    
      “My liege, it is presumptuous of me to say so, but even though the subjugation is not a problem, I wonder if the fort reconstruction is beyond our means. As you know, most of them fell to monsters and are in a half-destroyed state. In order to repair them, we will need a considerable amount of money and laborers. However, procuring those is not easy in Nerman’s current situation. It could do more harm than good.”
    

    
      Janice, who was well informed about Nerman, precisely pointed out the problem.
    

    
      “I am well aware. I have a secret plan regarding that, so do not worry.” 
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      I wasn’t an idiot who would do something without countermeasures.
    

    
      “Sir Derval, how goes the procurement of munitions?”
    

    
      “The procurement of all munitions, including rations, is complete. You do not need to worry.”
    

    
      “You did well.”
    

    
      Our group was small, but strong. That was exactly what I wanted, and exactly what I had.
    

    
      “Sir Cedrian, is the Skyknight training progressing well?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege!” responded Cedrian energetically. “The people who have received Skyknight training in the past from various kingdoms and empires could go into battle right this instant and they would be able to perform perfectly.”
    

    
      If you just looked at the number of mercenaries under him who could use Aura Blade, Cedrian possessed an even stronger force than me. However, through the twisting hardships of life, he ended up serving me. He was someone to be thankful for.
    

    
      “The soldiers from Orakk Castle will arrive in a few days. An army will be made with those soldiers and the soldiers here, so everyone, seek out the best training method!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      “Today’s meeting ends here. Sir Derval, stay behind, everyone else is dismissed.” 
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      At first, I barely had any knights, but as time passed, their numbers had grown. I felt satisfaction listening to their energetic responses.
    

    
      “Derval.”
    

    
      “Please speak, my liege.”
    

    
      “You aren’t tired?”
    

    
      “I am alright, my liege. In my short years of life, I have never enjoyed myself as much as I am doing now.”
    

    
      Unlike the other knights, who could use mana, Derval only had one arm. I sometimes felt regret seeing him run himself ragged with more enthusiasm than anyone. However, Derval was the only one who could provide administrative support while I was gone.
    

    
      “I have a question for you.”
    

    
      “Your word is my command.”
    

    
      “I saw salt among the procured items–why is that so? The sea is but a short distance away.”
    

    
      “That is because of this place’s environment. The salt currently distributed in the continent is white salt produced from Delphiran Kingdom’s salt lake, the thermal salt of Tove Kingdom, and the rock salt of the Opern Empire. Of course, kingdoms next to the sea like Dapis and Indesse do produce salt, but they only make enough for their own consumption.”
    

    
      ‘White salt? Thermal salt? Rock salt?’
    

    
      I could figure out what a salt lake was–it must be an inland salt field. There were places like that on Earth too, where the earth under a former sea was lifted in tectonic shifts, creating a salt lake. However, I’d never heard of ‘thermal salt.’
    

    
      ‘Ah! Could it be salt that you get by putting sea water in earthenware and boiling it?’
    

    
      That was a method used to produce salt before there were salt flats. I learned in history class that there was a method to get salt by boiling sea water in large earthenware pots.
    

    
      “A salt lake refers to a salt mountain located inland. Interestingly, it isn’t the sea, but there is a large lake full of salt on land. Rock salt refers to salt stones mined from the Ossis Mountains. And lastly, thermal salt refers to the salt produced after putting sea salt in large earthenware pots and boiling it.”
    

    
      My guess was pretty much right on the money.
    

    
      “How are the prices?”
    

    
      “Normally, 10 kg costs around 1 Gold.”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, that’s quite a sum.’
    

    
      “The problem is that as the salt lake and salt mines are continuously mined, the expenditures are rising. I would have to ask a merchant group to find out the exact figures, but I think that they may even rise to 2 Gold by next year.”
    

    
      Salt was an absolute necessity to live. You couldn’t just not buy it because the prices went up.
    

    
      “Got it. That aside, find out if there are places rich with limestone, gypsum, and clay nearby.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      I had spent the last few days thinking a lot about Nerman. Most minerals were located in hard-to-access mountains, and it was difficult to make use of the fertile land because of monsters.
    

    
      But then, I suddenly thought of two things.
    

    
      And those were cement and salt.
    

    
      We could plant grain at any time once the monsters were repelled, but building castle walls and expanding the roads for ease of travel were vital.
    

    
      On top of that, Nerman absolutely needed a specialty that could bring in wealth.
    

    
      ‘Just what in the world did Master do on Earth?’
    

    
      In order to make cement, you had to mix the main ingredients, which were limestone, gypsum, clay, silica, alumina oxide, and iron oxide together in the correct ratios.
    

    
      Stored in my head were those ratios and even a detailed blueprint for equipment to make the cement. It seemed that cement production was among the many businesses Master was involved in on Earth.
    

    
      ‘Cement is a by-product of pure minerals. It’ll be more than safe enough if it’s not mixed with pollutants like on Earth.’
    

    
      I didn’t want to introduce the polluting production methods used on 21st century Earth. I didn’t come to this world by choice, but I didn’t want to go so far as to pollute the clear, pure air and perfectly clean soil in order to satisfy my greed.
    

    
      The paradise I dreamed of was in harmony with nature.
    

    
      “Today will be busy as well, so go ahead and finish everything. If there’s something we need, place an order at Rubis and the other merchant groups.” 
    

    
      “Understood, my liege.”
    

    
      There was no need for a long conversation. Derval knew exactly where he was needed. He was completely trustworthy.
    

    
      ‘It’s time to go to the Elven Village now.’
    

    
      It was a rare disease that even the elves didn’t know about.
    

    
      However, I had a dependable assistant.
    

    
      ‘Aramis....’
    

    
      A noble soul permitted to me by the gods.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I apologize, Tower Master.”
    

    
      “Tsk tsk... What a disgrace. For the great Gauss Magic Tower’s Vice-masters to suffer a defeat... I can only imagine how much the other magic towers must be looking down on us.”
    

    
      Vice-master of the Gauss Magic Tower, Andrike, had returned from Nerman. Unable to ride his wyvern because of the physical and mental aftereffects of the magic attack, he was forced to return on horseback.
    

    
      And the Tower Master was in front of him now, clicking his tongue.
    

    
      At the young age of 65, he became a 7th Circle Master and ascended to the position of Tower Master of the Gauss Magic Tower, the foremost magic tower among the continent’s major 7. He was a legendary figure of the magic world. He sat on a chair wearing a white robe cleaned with magic and holding a staff made with a Grade 1 magic crystal.
    

    
      Even though he was a 7th Circle mage said to have understood the meaning of mana, Tower Master Orbiton had an irritated expression on his face. He was having a grave conversation with the four Vice-masters, no, now only three.
    

    
      “Tower Master, it won’t be good if we don’t do something. If the rumor spreads that Gauss Skyknights that included two of our Vice-masters were defeated, then our magic tower’s position on the continent will fall.”
    

    
      Vice-master Andrike was unable to raise his head at the Tower Master’s interrogation, so Vice-master Inovess, a master of attack magic, spoke in Andrike’s stead.
    

    
      “That’s right, Tower Master. Moreover, it’s said that the bastard is a magic swordsman who reached the 6th Circle at a young age. We need to catch him and confirm that.”
    

    
      “Don’t tell me you believe that too, Vice-master Urkine? Are you telling me right now to believe that a kid not even twenty years old reached the 6th Circle?”
    

    
      “Tower Master, I am not saying to believe it, but to confirm it. If he happens to have some kind of unique magic item or something, then...”
    

    
      Vice-master Urkine trailed off.
    

    
      “Hm...”
    

    
      Even if Urkine didn’t spell it out, the meaning was clear.
    

    
      Even the greatest human mage in the history of the continent, Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal, had only been a 4th Circle mage at that age.
    

    
      Since that was the case, there was only one answer.
    

    
      Either Kyre wasn’t a human, or he was in possession of a unique magic item that could cast 6th Circle spells.
    

    
      “From what I have found out, we are not his only enemies. He has offended other magic towers and mercenary groups on the continent, and most damning of all, someone within the Bajran Empire. I confirmed through the Information Guild that the Crown Prince and a high-ranking noble family have their sights firmly set on him. Even if we kill him, there will be no consequences.”
    

    
      Vice-master Urkine, who was called the brains of Gauss, shared the information he had collected.
    

    
      “I believe we will need to be careful. Among his forces are several thousand soldiers and even the Herz Mercenaries that surrendered. In addition, he has over ten Skyknights.” 
    

    
      “Be quiet! This is all the fault of that dead Harkline and you, Vice-master Andrike!” bellowed Tower Master Orbiton to Vice-master Andrike, who was cautiously giving a warning. 
      

    

    
      Among mages, there was a saying: Circle is King. In the Gauss Magic Tower, the authority of the Tower Master, a 7th Circle Master, was no less than that of an emperor. A 7th Circle mage was no different from a magic tower’s symbol.
    

    
      “Just as Vice-master Andrike says, the danger will be great if we do this alone. We should handle it by allying with another magic tower or merchant group.”
    

    
      “The Corvain Merchants won’t stay still. They themselves are aware that the moment their trade with the dwarves is stolen, their strength will fall by at least half, so they won’t just stand there twiddling their thumbs.”
    

    
      “Then are you saying we should wait for now?”
    

    
      “That’s right, Tower Master. In any case, the bastard is no different from a rat in a vase. There isn’t much he can do in Nerman, a place that even the Bajran Empire gave up on.”
    

    
      “Got it. Then let us do that.”
    

    
      Tower Master Orbiton nodded.
    

    
      Even if you shook it upside down, only dust would come out of Nerman’s pockets.
    

    
      There would be plenty of opportunities to repair their damaged pride.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Damn, already over.’
    

    
      Aramis was clinging to my back.
    

    
      She was wearing a clerical robe imbued with the blessing of holy power, so she was able to withstand most cold and heat. Resting her head on my back, she was lightly holding onto my cloak with both arms.
    

    
      We flew in that fashion for several hours before reaching our destination, the Elven Village.
    

    
      “We have arrived. Please hold on tight.”
    

    
      “Yes...”
    

    
      Swoooosh. 
    

    
      Putting my regret behind me, I directed Bebeto into the illusion magic circle made by the elves.
    

    
      Whirr. 
    

    
      I felt a brief shock of mana, and then the Elven Village appeared before us.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Behind me came a low cry of surprise. This was Aramis’ first time seeing the Elven Village, something she had only heard about.
    

    
      Guoooooo! 
    

    
      ‘Narmias....’
    

    
      When we reached the skies above the Elven Village, a familiar king eagle came flying towards us. According to the Elder, the king eagles were called ‘harpies.’ Riding the harpy was Narmias, who wasn’t wearing an airplate.
    

    
      She smiled at me like she was happy to see me.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      While coming closer, Narmias’ face suddenly stiffened. She had definitely seen Aramis.
    

    
      ‘Is this how it feels to get caught cheating?’
    

    
      Narmias and Aramis weren’t even my girlfriends, but I started to worry a little inside.
    

    
      Flap flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Bebeto landed slowly on the Elven Village clearing. It wasn’t like the first time, but dozens of elves were watching curiously.
    

    
      “It’s safe to go down now, Lady Aramis.”
    

    
      “So this is the Elven Village. It is as beautiful as I imagined.”
    

    
      Like a true priest who loved the gods and was loved by the gods, she was stricken with emotion at the sight of the height of natural beauty, the Elven Village. Just like how truth didn’t contradict truth, it was only natural that the pure-hearted Aramis would be happy to see the eco-friendly Elven Village.
    

    
      The saddle was at least 2 meters above the ground. Her face reddening as usual, Aramis held onto my neck as I held her. The thumping sound of her heart accompanied me as I leapt to the ground with her in my arms.
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Just then, Narmias’ harpy landed next to me. The silver-haired elf gave me a pure smile with sadness in her eyes.
    

    
      “May green serenity be with thee. Lord Kyre, the Chief Elder is waiting.”
    

    
      “We meet again, Lady Narmias.”
    

    
      “Yes... But may I ask who this person is?”
    

    
      Narmias accepted my greeting and asked about Aramis.
    

    
      “Faithful servant of Neran, Aramis, greets the noble people of the forest.”
    

    
      “So you were a priestess of Holy Neran. I thank the gods with all my heart for allowing me to meet a person touched profoundly by the warmth of the gods.”
    

    
      It seemed priests got special treatment from the elves, unlike other humans. 
    

    
      The two women were peacefully exchanging greetings in front of me.
    

    
      However, I felt distinctly uncomfortable.
    

    
      This situation... It felt like getting caught red-handed in the middle of putting my master key into many locks.
    

    
      “Where is the Chief Elder?” I said, trying to quickly vacate the premises because it was so awkward.
    

    
      “Please follow me.”
    

    
      There were elven warriors too, but Narmias took the lead.
    

    
      ‘But why?’
    

    
      Her eyes met briefly with mine before moving away. The sight of her misty eyes filled with sadness was engraved deep in my heart.
    

    
      With Narmias at the lead, Aramis and I walked forward. Our destination was the large tree where the elves’ hospital was located.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “There is no need to worry too much. A disease of this level can be treated with the mercy of Holy Neran.”
    

    
      “I give my thanks to the Goddess.”
    

    
      After Aramis checked the elves’ illness and said it could be healed, Chief Elder Parciano bowed to show his thanks. He had lived a whopping 400 years at least, far longer than Jonathan the tortoise in the Guinness World Records, but he was respectfully lowering his head to a priestess of the faith.
    

    
      “All creatures created by the Great God have the right to receive Holy Neran’s love. I will proceed right away with the treatment,” said Aramis the angel with a saintly smile 
    

    
      “Narmias, assist Lady Aramis.”
    

    
      “I humbly receive the Chief Elder’s order.”
    

    
      “Young man, come outside with me.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      There were quite a few ailing elves, so there was no real need for me to stick around. I left the two women and went outside with the Chief Elder.
    

    
      “She is someone with incredible holy power. With that level of holy power, she must be at least a pontiff in the human world.”
    

    
      Outside the hospital, Parciano expressed his admiration.
    

    
      ‘No, sir, she is only an assistant priestess, let alone a pontiff.’
    

    
      But I couldn’t say that to the elf.
    

    
      “Follow me. I will take you to the place with the mithril.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The Chief Elder moved briskly.
    

    
      ‘They keep their promises as if it were a blade on their hearts,’ I mused. A human might conveniently forget their promise after the urgent need was settled, but Chief Elder Parciano was fulfilling his side of the agreement right away. I followed him deep into the forest on a path lined with big trees.
    

    
      ‘Kya, how nice. It’s a perfect place for a villa.’
    

    
      The Elven Village was perfect for a stroll through the woods.
    

    
      I breathed in the refreshing fragrance of the wind as we walked. For a short while, I let myself forget everything.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Woah! I-is that all mithril?’
    

    
      An intermediate earth spirit, Gnomae, held up a chunk of mithril completely free of impurities and approached with a cheerful wriggle. A single glance was enough to see that the chunk of pure mithril weighed at least a hundred kilograms.
    

    
      “Thank you, friend.”
    

    
      The Chief Elder smiled at the Gnomae, which silently returned to the soil.
    

    
      ‘So they use spirits like this.’
    

    
      I felt like I could understand why the dwarves were so jealous.
    

    
      Following Chief Elder Parciano, we entered a certain cave within the forest, and as soon as I entered, the silver luster piercing my eyes made me close them for a moment.
    

    
      There were enormous mithril ores all over the walls of the huge cave. There wasn’t even anything for the dwarves to dig up. The earth spirit Gnomae had brought a few big chunks and piled them up at the entrance.
    

    
      “Is this enough?”
    

    
      “I believe this will work for now, yes.”
    

    
      “Take them whenever you need. Only, the dwarves cannot come here. We held a Symposium of Elders and came to the conclusion that the dwarves could break the peace within the forest.”
    

    
      The elves were basically living in a bubble only a few kilometers in diameter.
    

    
      It seemed they were afraid of change.
    

    
      If the elves hadn’t gotten sick, they likely would have never given me permission, either.
    

    
      “I will come get them whenever we need them.”
    

    
      “On your own, you mean?”
    

    
      “Yes, sir. I am also a summoner.”
    

    
      “You are? Hooh, impressive. I feel the mana of a mage and even the energy of a swordsman from you, but to say you are also a summoner... Now that you mention it, your circle is quite unique. Mana is gathered at your waist rather than your chest... Ohhh! You, you are using merged mana!”
    

    
      Because he was an 8th Circle mage, he was able to immediately puzzle out the concealed disposition of my mana. 
    

    
      “Astonishing, how very astonishing. For someone who has only lived a handful of years to have this much mana... This amount of mana is nearly reaching the 7th Circle.”
    

    
      Because I habitually scattered my mana to conceal its peculiarity, Parciano had only noticed after taking a closer look. As expected for a mage at the 8th Circle, he started thoroughly examining my mana even without a mana scan.
    

    
      “What are you?”
    

    
      And then came a question.
    

    
      “I am a human.”
    

    
      “Hmm, the purity of the mana in you does clearly say you are a human. But how in the world can you explain this enormous amount of mana? To put into context, the stage I was able to reach when I was nearly 200 years old has been conquered by you, who are not much older than a newborn babe. If you were me, could you accept it?”
    

    
      The Chief Elder tried to get an answer from me, but I could never, ever tell him the truth, the truth that the human mage who stripped the elves’ armor and dipped was my Master.
    

    
      “Haha, I have a slightly unique constitution. Aren’t there also people among the elves who have progressed as quickly as me?”
    

    
      “No,” said Parciano at once without even thinking.
    

    
      “This much mithril will suffice. The quality is also very good.”
    

    
      Changing the subject, I approached the nearly 300 kg of mithril gathered at my feet.
    

    
      ‘He gives the illness, I bring the medicine. Master, you’re playing with me even all the way from Earth!’
    

    
      Behind me, I could feel a hot gaze boring into my back.
    

    
      It seemed I had to quickly leave before my identity was uncovered.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “This is holy water. If you happen to see any symptoms, it can be cured with this holy water.”
    

    
      “We give our sincere thanks to Holy Neran.”
    

    
      With no heed to his age, the Chief Elder expressed his sincere thanks. The elves followed his lead and bowed their heads with gratitude.
    

    
      The news that a priestess had cured the illness must have traveled through the village, because all the elves came out to send me, or rather, Aramis, off.
    

    
      Aramis was giving the bowing elves an unshakeable smile. You could call her an angel, seriously.
    

    
      “Lady Aramis, parting from you like this pains my heart.”
    

    
      “Lady Narmias, please come over whenever you wish to see me.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Hoho. Of course.”
    

    
      ‘Well whaddya know? When did they become so close?’
    

    
      They weren’t together for long, but the two ladies were laughing as they held each other's hands.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre, that’s okay with you, right?” Aramis turned to me with a bright smile.
    

    
      “Haha, of course. If it’s Lady Narmias, you are welcome any time.”
    

    
      As soon as I finished, Narmias’ eyes trembled intensely. It seemed she had something to say, but Narmias didn’t open her mouth and say it.
    

    
      Just like how her name was similar to Aramis, the two of them were like a matchless pair of stars.
    

    
      “Then, I will come see you next time.”
    

    
      “Please do so.”
    

    
      Chief Elder Parciano nodded.
    

    
      It was a relief that matters were resolved more easily than I expected.
    

    
      ‘We should go to the Dwarven Village right away.’
    

    
      The elves had tied up the mithril ore for me. Chaos would ensue if I went to Denfors with this mithril ore, which was at least ten times as expensive as gold, so the best plan was to bring it to the dwarves.
    

    
      “Lady Aramis, let us go.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Hundreds of pairs of elven eyes were watching, but I had no choice but to take Aramis into my embrace.
    

    
      Then, with an easy leap, I leapt onto Bebeto’s back.
    

    
      ‘Narmias...’
    

    
      Among the countless elven gazes following my movements were the sparkling eyes of a certain woman.
    

    
      I gave Narmias a slight nod.
    

    
      Click. 
    

    
      Setting Aramis down carefully on the backseat, I secured my safety ring.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go!”
    

    
      Guooooooooooo! 
    

    
      Without any female wyverns around, Bebeto had spent an extremely boring time here. He was more than happy to flap his wings and depart.
    

    
      Before long, I felt Bebeto lifting from the ground.
    

    
      Above us, the blue sky was beaming at me.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 68: The Subjugation Begins
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Can you do it?”
    

    
      “Young man! What do you see us dwarves as! Just prepare the beer! We’ll finish everything in one month!”
    

    
      ‘As simple as ever, hahaha.’
    

    
      Cassiars loudly expressed his confidence with pride that reached the heavens after looking at the blueprint I handed over.
    

    
      “While you are at it, please separate them into pieces that are easy to transport.”
    

    
      “I told you to not worry, didn’t I? That aside, what will you use this for? Do you plan on crushing boulders?”
    

    
      The blueprints I gave the dwarves were absolutely necessary for making cement. They were for enormous grinders and mixers 15 meters tall and 5 meters wide. It would be nice if they could be made in one go, but the entrance to the Dwarven Village was small and it would be too difficult for Bebeto to carry them on his own, so I asked them to make them in smaller parts.
    

    
      “If you can make them, I will show you something very astonishing.”
    

    
      “Is there something that can surprise us dwarves?”
    

    
      “If it surprises you, please make me 500 fine blades. And if it doesn’t, I will treat you to 50 barrels of fresh honey beer!”
    

    
      “Kuhahahahaha! Good! Good! As expected of a friend of the dwarves, you’re full of fire!”
    

    
      At my proposal, Patriarch Cassiars burst out in hearty laughter.
    

    
      “But…ummm…can I ask how it’s going with the dravits?”
    

    
      “It’s quite a tricky fellow. But who are we? We are the mighty Children of Rock, are we not? We have made one over there.”
    

    
      ‘Woohoo! Danke! Danke!’
    

    
      Dravits were something crucial for Nerman’s future. I had asked the Rubis Merchants to acquire all the broken dravits on the continent. The dravits made by the dwarves used a ton of mithril, so they weren’t suitable for agricultural use.  
    

    
      ‘The plows are already there, so now we just have to give it a test run, huh?’
    

    
      Spring had passed entirely, and the Nerman Plains were swept up in the fragrance of summer. Before summer hit us in full, we had to sow various kinds of grains, including wheat. There were only enemies around us, so this coming fall, there might come a time when we’re unable to acquire provisions even with money.
    

    
      “Then, please do it as quickly as possible.”
    

    
      “Like I said, don’t worry. Just believe in me! I’ll grill all the dwarves and get everything finished.”
    

    
      “Of course I believe you. We do not share blood between us, but the Luhalumere and I are brothers, are we not!”
    

    
      “Indeed! We are brothers! Brothers! Uhahahahaha!”
    

    
      “That’s right. Kyre and our clan are brothers!”
    

    
      How nice would it be if the world was just filled with people like these dwarves? Of course, there might be humans rebuking my current actions as manipulation of the dwarves, but that was mostly just their thoughts. These dwarves who were truly happy hearing my words wouldn’t think that way. Because no matter what someone might say, whether it was the dwarves or me, our hearts were full of warmth.
    

    
      “Patriarch, in that spirit, how about a festival?” proposed one dwarf hopefully.
    

    
      “Festival? Sure! Kyre, what about it? Fes—ah! Young man, where are you going in such a hurry!”
    

    
      “I completely forgot that the beer fermentation time is already up. I must go right this instant and cool the fermented barrels with ice magic to get that flavor.”
    

    
      “I-Is that so...”
    

    
      I used the invincible beer shield to fend off these festival-crazy dwarves.
    

    
      I grabbed Aramis’s hand—she had quickly drifted off to play with the dwarf kids—and made a run for the exit.
    

    
      The kind of festival mentioned by the dwarves...
    

    
      That wasn’t a festival, but torture.
    

    
      A terrifying method of torture where you and I both went to heaven and hell together.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Ker-chunk. 
    

    
      “W-What is this?”
    

    
      Mobilizing several wyverns, including Bebeto, I brought the dravit designed by me and made by the dwarves to Denfors and attached the prepared plow.
    

    
      The plow with seven blades clicked into the dravit’s back. 
    

    
      “You’ll see.”
    

    
      Just a hop and a skip away from Denfors lay undeveloped fields all around. Even if there were no monsters, there was so little manpower for farming that the land had been discarded. On one such plot of land, two 3 meter large dravits were standing next to each other with plows attached.
    

    
      ‘Let’s compare the performance once, shall we?’
    

    
      The dravit made by the dwarves was a new model designed by adding a few new functions to the blueprint made by Master. Next to it was an old model of dravit.
    

    
      Whirr. 
    

    
      I poured mana into the two dravits, establishing the mana imprint.
    

    
      Flash. 
    

    
      Once my mana was inputted, mana flowed from the magic crystals to the dravits, and their bodies began to faintly glow.
    

    
      “Alright! My loyal servants! Run! Run all the way over there!”
    

    
      Creaaaak. 
    

    
      Recognizing the order, the dravits assumed the position to run.
    

    
      Clunk clunk! 
    

    
      The new model made by the dwarves reacted first and moved forward.
    

    
      Thud. 
    

    
      The plow embedded itself deep into the ground.
    

    
      Clunk clunk. 
    

    
      Afterwards, the old dravit also began to move.
    

    
      Thud thud thud. 
    

    
      At that moment, the dravit 2.0 began to run across the land as ordered.
    

    
      “Waaaaa!”
    

    
      “W-What is that—!!!”
    

    
      “UWAH!”
    

    
      ‘WOOHOO!!!!’
    

    
      Cedrian and the other Skyknights, as well as Sir Derval, who had naturally followed me here, all let out shouts of surprise.
    

    
      Thud thud thud thud thud. 
    

    
      The dravits ran.
    

    
      Even with a seven-bladed plow on its back, the dravit barreled over the earth at the speed of a running human with an astonishing show of strength. The plow followed, turning and plowing the soil deeply. Loamy soil perfect for sowing seeds appeared right away in the dravit’s wake as it energetically ran forward.
    

    
      It was the emergence of the Kallian Continent’s very first bipedal tractor!
    

    
      ‘When I have time some day, I should deliver one to Luna Village, too.’
    

    
      My heart felt a flush of contentment seeing the performance, which was far stronger than I expected.
    

    
      Thud thud thud. 
    

    
      That being said, the old dravit showed exactly half the performance of the 2.0, but it was still good.
    

    
      After all, a performance of this level was way better than a plow dragged by ten horses.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Is this the place?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege. According to the miners, there’s a lot of useless limestone buried here.”
    

    
      ‘It’s closer than I thought to Denfors.’
    

    
      Derval and I were standing in front of an enormous, 300 meter mountain located around the middle point of the Lovent River. On this mountain, which had already been stripped of its big trees for firewood, making it look more like a bare hill, various places were showing the characteristic color of limestone.
    

    
      Crunch. 
    

    
      Putting mana in my sword, I shoved it into the mountain. A few chunks of limestone rustled down to the ground.
    

    
      ‘It’s limestone, alright. Yes!’
    

    
      Limestone was a mineral you could easily get on Earth, too.
    

    
      “Derval, station soldiers here. I will give you a blueprint, so have a building completed with carpenters and smiths.”
    

    
      “Pardon? Here?”
    

    
      On this continent, limestone was considered a useless rock. But to me, it was a valuable item that I couldn’t do without.
    

    
      “There must be other places like this?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege. I heard that there is a great deal of limestone near the Rual Mountains.”
    

    
      “Did you also find out about the gypsum?”
    

    
      “Of course. There is also a gypsum open-air mine not far from here. But my liege, why are you looking for such useless minerals?”
    

    
      “Derval.”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege.”
    

    
      “Who am I?”
    

    
      “You are my one and only liege, the person I respect and depend on the most in the world!” responded Derval energetically without a hitch.
    

    
      “Just wait. I shall show you the wonder of magic.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege!”
    

    
      ‘The dwarves will stay up late to hold up their side of the promise. I feel bad for taking advantage of their pure nature, but if everything goes well, I will make it so they can swim in an ocean of beer.”
    

    
      Be it the dwarves or the elves, or anyone else I had met, if I hadn’t met them, the me of today wouldn’t exist.
    

    
      ‘The rainy season will be coming soon.’
    

    
      After the sudden reassignment, the last few months had been crazy—they were filled with battles, and now I was even playing lord. It was truly a short time, but somehow, I became the master of Nerman.
    

    
      “We’re going to the harbor.”
    

    
      “Yes! My liege!”
    

    
      There weren’t just one or two things to do.
    

    
      My dream involved not just land development, but also the sea.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Haah...”
    

    
      It was crazy how fast the day flew by. I was now back at the covert, but earlier, I visited the port and sighed upon examining the nearly useless dock and breakwater. 
    

    
      ‘Can you really call a harbor without a single sound ship a harbor?’ I had been to the harbor a few times, but today was my first time taking such a thorough look. ‘The holy water is ready and the pirates also promised to not attack, so all we have to do is catch the fish.’
    

    
      The spring sowing of grain was a bit late, but it wasn’t terribly delayed. And supplementary crops like corn and potatoes could be planted without a problem even now. Moreover, the sea was plentiful with fish filled with nutritional value. The people of Nerman had been unable to catch them out of fear of the sea monsters, but with Aramis around, as long as we could float a boat, we wouldn’t have any difficulty feeding the entire population of Nerman.
    

    
      ‘Once the cement production process is completed, we have to go right into subjugation. We’ll need to be mostly done building a barrier during the short rainy season in the middle of summer.’
    

    
      I hadn’t yet experienced it myself, but apparently, unlike other places, Nerman hardly ever experienced any natural disasters like storms or concentrated torrential rains. The enormous mountain ranges were protecting the valley, reducing the influence of the wind. In exchange, the winters were quite cold. Nerman had very distinct seasons, and as the cold northern energy blew in during the winter, there would be quite a lot of snow as well. There were many things we had to prepare in order for the people to live comfortably.
    

    
      ‘Thanks to the remodeled dravits, the dravits no longer require a mage to operate it—even a knight who can use Aura Blade can run the dravit. We have to start plowing the land around Denfors in full force from tomorrow onwards.’
    

    
      Knock knock. 
    

    
      It wasn’t that late, but still pretty late in the evening. I was so focused on my thoughts that I didn’t pay attention to my surroundings, but then someone came and knocked.
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      Creak. 
    

    
      At my assent, someone carefully opened the door.
    

    
      ‘Aramis?’
    

    
      From the opening door, I spied a glimpse of white leather shoes and the white robe worn by priests. Aramis came in with a refreshing smile.
    

    
      “I hope I have not disturbed your peace...”
    

    
      “Haha, please, come in. It just so happened that I wanted to see you, Priestess Aramis.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Aramis’ eyes went round.
    

    
      “I wished to go see you tomorrow because there is something we must discuss.”
    

    
      “I see...”
    

    
      At my words, a blush spread across her face even as she let out a disappointed “I see.”
    

    
      ‘It’s dangerous if you come calling late at night, you know.’
    

    
      No matter how good my reputation was in Aramis’ eyes, in the end, I was also a black-hearted wolf. And it was undeniable that I was a young man currently in a stormy period where my blood went beyond a rolling boil and was just pure lava. 
    

    
      “I think you are amazing, Lord Kyre. You work so passionately every day without rest...”
    

    
      Aramis’ eyes sparkled as she looked at me with admiration.
    

    
      “All people are fated to one day cross the Lute River into the afterlife anyway. Until then, I wish to do my best every day so that I do not pass with regrets.”
    

    
      That was an opinion I’d had since a young age. Since I was gonna die one day anyway, I wanted to work harder than others and live well before the end.
    

    
      One of the clauses under the Kang family motto of Honesty went like this: A tiger would leave their pelt when it died, and a person must leave behind a bank account for their descendants.
    

    
      I wanted to go beyond a bank account—I wanted to pass on a huge piece of land, land so many kilometers large that you wouldn’t even be able to dream of it on Earth.
    

    
      “It seems that you are entertaining truly difficult thoughts even while resting. I also aid people every day by praying to Holy Neran, but there are times when I wish to rest, too. However, it feels like I have not seen Lord Kyre waste even a single moment for yourself. You are truly someone with beautiful willpower that is impossible not to admire.”
    

    
      “Haha, you exaggerate...”
    

    
      I felt my tiredness flying away at Aramis’ compliment.
    

    
      To be honest, I wasn’t doing all this to get praise.
    

    
      I was just busy as hell trying to subdue the flames at my feet.
    

    
      Of course, it was also for the people of Nerman. However, to some extent, that was also just another bonus from me implementing measures to make my life nicer.
    

    
      I wasn’t that nice of a person.
    

    
      You couldn’t possibly call me a virtuous person when I was sitting here drooling at Aramis, a marvelously beautiful woman.
    

    
      I, Kang Hyuk, was a human true to his instincts.
    

    
      I was satisfied with just that.
    

    
      “Hoho, but what did you wish to discuss with me?”
    

    
      Aramis’ brown eyes sparkled with curiosity. Before I knew it, she was already right in front of me.
    

    
      “T-That is...”
    

    
      We were so close that I could feel Aramis’ breath.
    

    
      As she laughed, Aramis’ uniform teeth dazzled me like a disco ball at a nightclub.
    

    
      Gulp. 
    

    
      A mouth full of saliva went right down my gullet.
    

    
      Aramis was so close that I would be able to touch her just by extending my hand.
    

    
      “I-I was just wondering how it would be if holy power was used on seeds. Neran is the Goddess of Mercy, so don’t you think the seeds would grow well if they also received Her Mercy?”
    

    
      “I imagine so. I have never thought about using holy power on seeds...” Aramis said, nodding.
    

    
      ‘Jeez! Just why in the world do even those dark circles look so lovable?!’
    

    
      Like me, Aramis also spent day after day in a feverish rush. There were dark circles camping out under her refined eyes today as well.
    

    
      “Wouldn’t it be nice to try it once? If it goes well, the people of Nerman will be able to spend this coming winter warm with full bellies.”
    

    
      “I couldn’t agree more. The Goddess will also be happy if holy power is used for good.”
    

    
      The topic of disinfecting seeds with holy power was something that had just occurred to me. The soil was fertile, so even grass would grow as well as seeds. If seeds infused with holy power were planted on such fertile land, something amazing might happen.
    

    
      “If it is alright with you, please allow me to escort you back to the temple.”
    

    
      “T-There is no need. I can go on my own.”
    

    
      “Haha, if not for an opportunity like this, how could I speak with the beautiful Lady Aramis? Let us go together.”
    

    
      “In that case...”
    

    
      Aramis once again reddened down to her nape when I called her beautiful.
    

    
      ‘Phew...’
    

    
      It was a shame, but also a relief.
    

    
      A big relief that I had avoided a horrifying incident wherein the “Nerman Times” comes out tomorrow morning with a front page header ‘UNABLE TO RESIST HIS DESIRE, LORD POUNCES ON INNOCENT PRIESTESS.’
      

    

    
      “Cavalry, charge!”
    

    
      “Chaaarge!”
    

    
      POOOONG! POOOOONG! 
    

    
      Neeeeeeigh. 
    

    
      Thud thud thud thud thud thud thud thud thud. 
    

    
      “Infantry, advance in attack formation!”
    

    
      “Advance!”
    

    
      
        Poong poong! Poong poong! 
      
    

    
      Signal horns rang loud and clear across the land. 
    

    
      Clunk clunk clunk clunk clunk! 
    

    
      The heavily armed cavalry charged on the front lines towards the orc village. Behind them, infantry holding shields to protect themselves advanced in neat rank and file.
    

    
      SQUEAAL! SQUEAAAL! 
    

    
      There were many orcs that survived after a round of arrows. Like true battle monsters, they wielded crude weapons as they bared their teeth with ferocious bloodthirst towards the human soldiers.
    

    
      However, they numbered several hundred at best. The cavalry was made predominantly with soldiers and knights with mana perception and boasted a force so strong it could be called a knight order now.
    

    
      Thud thud thud thud thud thud thud. 
    

    
      Holding long lances used by knights, the cavalry charged. The red mana at the tips of their lances opened their maws wide at the orc warriors bracing for impact.
    

    
      Ba-ba-ba-bam! 
    

    
      SQUEAAAAAAAAL! 
    

    
      There was no such thing as resistance.
    

    
      Wherever the knights passed on their horses equipped with full barding, only a spray of blue blood from orcs and gruesome screams were left in their wake. 
    

    
      “Everyone, charge!”
    

    
      While the knights were decimating the orcs, the order to charge fell on the infantry that had marched close.
    

    
      “WAAAAAAAAAAAH!”
    

    
      Their morales flying high, the soldiers roared as they broke the shoddy defenses of the orc village in an instant and charged inside.
    

    
      Ba-ba-bam! 
    

    
      SQUEAAL! 
    

    
      Splatter! 
    

    
      “Kill them all—leave no survivors!”
    

    
      There could be no mercy.
    

    
      In the past, orcs had committed great brutalities here on Nerman. They were monsters that did not leave a single human alive and even ripped dead bodies open to eat.
    

    
      Monsters and humans were simply incompatible.
    

    
      Ba-ba-ba-bam! 
    

    
      SQUEAAAL! 
    

    
      While the orc warriors were being trampled under the horses, the orc warriors collapsed from arrows. The females and the young orcs met their end with death cries at the tip of the spears of the infantry.
    

    
      It was the last of the orcs that had romped to their heart’s content on the Nerman Plains as soon as the Bajran Empire was defeated.
    

    
      It didn’t take very long.
    

    
      Within just 30 minutes of the battle’s begin, a large village a thousand orcs strong was cleanly wiped off the map.
    

    
      ‘Impressive.’
    

    
      I was spectating from the sky on Bebeto’s back.
    

    
      Below me stretched the Nerman Plains, which was lit by the steadily increasing warmth of the 7th month’s sun. A week had already passed since beginning the large-scale subjugation plan. Since then, battles have ensued every day without rest. Taking the best soldiers from Orakk Castle, who had gathered in Denfors the last month, two armies where one man was worth a hundred men were formed.
    

    
      And after a short period of training, they were sent into battle.
    

    
      The heat had become intense to the point that it could split the morale of the heavily-armored soldiers, but they went into battle with their hearts blazing for the sake of Nerman, the place of their birth.
    

    
      Everything went without a hitch.
    

    
      When large monsters like ogres or trolls appeared, the Skyknights would use them as targets for training and take care of them in an instant, and intermediate or low level monsters like orcs, goblins, and kobolds were cooked up by the cavalry and soldiers.
    

    
      There would definitely be no casualties in this battle as well. First, we rained down hell with archers, then charged with powerful warhorses, leaving hardly any monsters behind.
    

    
      ‘A little more and we’ll reach the former fort.’
    

    
      The last month was truly busy. I taught the control method of the five old dravits and the five new dravits made by the dwarves and had the earth turned over. They had worked day and night without rest to plow all of the land around Denfors.
    

    
      And then, the seeds were sown.
    

    
      The late spring wheat, potatoes, corn, and various other seeds to feed the people of Nerman were gathered on the covert runway and given Neran’s blessing.
    

    
      Then, the blessed seeds were delivered to the villages capable of planting.
    

    
      There weren’t many dravits, so besides Denfors, the fields had to be plowed in the old way, with humans or horses.
    

    
      However, not a single person complained.
    

    
      The fact that they were able to rest easy and sow the seeds made the farmers rejoice with tears.
    

    
      ‘Defense forces have been dispatched to Denfors and the nearby villages, so they’re fine... The problem is how fast the First Army can clear out the monsters without leaving a single one behind...’
    

    
      Through continuous patrols and reinforcement of the forts, the safety of the trade route from Havis Kingdom was secured. The greedy Viscount Lukence who treasured his life had properly defended that area, so monsters could not easily attack the trade route.
    

    
      With that basic stability as a launch pad, the monster hunt began.
    

    
      Flying Bebeto ceaselessly, I went to each battle field and commanded from above. I also replaced the old communication devices left by the imperial army with the newest models, and installed a communication device capable of transmitting messages at a distance of 80 kilometers into my helmet.
    

    
      I activated the communication channel at my ear with a mana-imbued hand.
    

    
      “Lord speaking, First Army Signalman, respond.”
    

    
      “My lord! Your word is my command.”
    

    
      The signalman responded as soon as I spoke.
    

    
      “How is the situation over there?”
    

    
      “We have burned down a goblin village to the ground with no issues.”
    

    
      “Well done. Then, I order you to move to the next location after one hour of rest.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      ‘Ouch, my ear!’
    

    
      The soldier’s enthusiastic reply buzzed loudly in my ear. The performance was good, actually it was TOO good.
    

    
      ‘When the territory is stabilized, I should spread a whole net of communication devices.’
    

    
      Here, the magic communication lines fulfilled the role of radio. Stable empires and kingdoms alike had such devices all over their territories. It was a measure taken in order to quickly determine things that were happening over large stretches of land. Of course, important or remote places did also use lumikars, messenger birds.
    

    
      ‘The cement factory building must be done by now, right?’
    

    
      The construction of the cement factory began at around the same time as the monster subjugation. In order to produce cement, many grinders and heat sources were necessary, but I used magic to easily resolve those issues.
    

    
      Magic could not be explained by 21st century science. The moment limestone was put into the grinder made by the dwarves, it was finely pulverized in an instant, heated, cooled, and mixed with gypsum and clay. If not for the magic cement production method made with the scientific knowledge Master learned on Earth, this feat would have been impossible.
    

    
      ‘I should go over once.’
    

    
      The battle was finished, so there was no need for me to stay here any longer. I was curious as to how the dwarves were doing after coming out for the first time in a while. Or rather, I actually needed to ask them to hurry up.
    

    
      In a few days, the subjugation would reach the entrance of the Rual Mountains. We had to rebuild the ruined forts in that area.
    

    
      And for that, cement was an unequivocally necessary item.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Clang clang clang. 
    

    
      ‘As expected, they’re the almighty laborers!’
    

    
      The important components were made in the Dwarven Village and airlifted out. Thanks to Bebeto and other wyverns slaving away, we were able to move the goods safely.
    

    
      And the dwarves were also flown out. At my words to get onto a wyvern’s back, the dwarves were completely stricken with fear. It was only after I made a wooden basket like the basket of a hot air balloon that I was able to bring them all the way here.
    

    
      ‘That was quite a sight, wasn’t it.’
    

    
      Like country bumpkins visiting Seoul for the first time, as soon as the five or six dwarves in the basket felt themselves rising into the sky, then slammed their heads to the ground and screamed for dear mercy.
    

    
      But then, after a certain point, they peeked their heads out of the basket one at a time, and yelled with cheers. How could the dwarves, whose short heights had them spending their whole lives buddy buddy with the floor, ever have an opportunity to experience the exhilaration of the sky? The blowing wind and land stretching out endlessly under them thrilled the dwarves to the point of belting out songs.
    

    
      In that fashion, around 100 dwarven craftsmen were deployed in the construction of the cement factory.
    

    
      There were more dwarves involved in the construction than there were formal blacksmiths in Nerman. There were no human residences nearby and no rivers in danger of pollution nearby, so I hurried the construction along with an easy heart.
    

    
      ‘Now, all that’s left to do is to finish the magic circle.’
    

    
      I was also not idle during this time.
    

    
      Besides a few flying dates with Aramis late into the night, I completed magic circles and held strategy meetings every day with nary a break.
    

    
      Day after day of hardship went by in a flash.
    

    
      Whoooooosh. 
    

    
      Bebeto, who became just as busy as me, descended onto the clearing on his own initiative.
    

    
      “Salute!”
    

    
      The senior knight and soldiers watching my arrival gave me a simultaneous salute as soon as we landed. This place was safer than the others, but it was still in the middle of the plains, so 500 soldiers were protecting the factory.
    

    
      “Welcome, my lord.”
    

    
      “You’ve worked hard. Any problems?”
    

    
      “There are no problems, sir!” shouted the young native Nerman knight who had recently been promoted to senior knight status. His sense of loyalty towards me was at its peak. Among my knights, there were probably quite a few who would obey my command if I told them to jump into a fire.
    

    
      Clang clang clang! 
    

    
      Not yet realizing my arrival, the dwarves were hard at work constructing the factory.
    

    
      ‘They’re always so impressive to see.’
    

    
      As if afraid someone might accuse them of not being skillful craftsmen, they were deftly constructing the factory, which had looked difficult to complete.
    

    
      “Brothers~! Please take a rest!”
    

    
      “Ohh! Brother Kyre!”
    

    
      “Just wait a bit, we’re almost done!”
    

    
      The busily moving dwarves turned at my loud voice and greeted me. The dwarves were putting everything they had into their work like engineering students. Even after telling them to rest, they wiped their sweat as they continued to work hard.
    

    
      ‘It should be operable soon.’
    

    
      Clasping my hands behind my back, I appreciated the goods made by the dwarves.
    

    
      ‘Without magic, I wouldn’t have even been able to dream of this.’
    

    
      It may be called a cement factory, but it didn’t smell mechanical.
    

    
      ‘The problem is how we should mix the cement...’
    

    
      Just having cement wouldn’t solve all our problems. Sand and shells had to be mixed in to fortify its strength, and we also had to make equipment that could hold up its shape until it hardened.
    

    
      However, we lacked the manpower.
    

    
      After dozens of years of war with monsters, Nerman didn’t have many decent carpenters. No, even if there were carpenters, we didn’t even have much wood. The mountains nearby the city and villages were completely stripped of trees, and the mountains that had many trees were still occupied by monsters.
    

    
      ‘I think there’s an answer to be found using magic and spirits though...’
    

    
      If we had equipment like bulldozers and excavators, everything would be easy, but that was impossible. It was better to find a way using the magic and spirits I could use.
    

    
      
        Buzz buzz.
      
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      A mana vibration came from the helmet I had removed and hung at my waist.
    

    
      Click. 
    

    
      Putting the helmet on at once, I put a hand filled with mana to the device.
    

    
      “Did something happen?”
    

    
      “M-My lord, something bad has happened!”
    

    
      “Something bad?”
    

    
      “I have a report that the Temir are swiftly advancing to ambush Haiton Village!” 
    

    
      “W-What?! The Temir?!”
    

    
      The unlikely disaster had struck—there were 9 wyverns stationed at Orakk Castle and 20 thousand soldiers nearby, but if the Temir came in full force, it would be a severe problem.
    

    
      “They have around 50 wyverns and 3,000 soldiers!”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      As expected, the numbers were enormous.
    

    
      There was no need to hear more.
    

    
      I hurriedly ran towards Bebeto, who was catching his breath.
    

    
      ‘Those bastards!’
    

    
      I couldn’t extract the wyverns deployed to various battlefields for the monster subjugation. If I did that, it was inevitable we would incur casualties from the collective attacks of monsters.
    

    
      ‘Just wait a bit! My knights!’
    

    
      There was an absolute rule of defeat when the battle was three against one...
    

    
      Moreover, the wyvern flight at Orakk Castle didn’t have any prominent mages or summoners.
    

    
      Something horrible could happen if they clashed with the Temir.
    

    
      Forget the wyverns, such a confrontation could endanger the lives of my fine, loyal knights.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 69: The Battle of Haiton Village
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “What is their current location?”
    

    
      “They have almost reached Haiton Village. The battle will soon begin!”
    

    
      “Haah...”
    

    
      The situation of Haiton Village was relayed via the magic communication channel.
    

    
      As the northernmost fort, Haiton Village was the residence of courageous Nerman citizens. The constant attacks of the monsters and Temir left them no time to make repairs, so the village outer walls were in critical condition.
    

    
      Shailt, the person responsible for Orakk Castle, let out a long sigh.
    

    
      In order to fulfill the Lord’s command, they had done their best to patrol and track the movements of the Temir, but the bastards abandoned their previous attack route and launched an ambush from a new route.
    

    
      ‘How in the world are we supposed to fight 50 wyverns?’
    

    
      They were better off than in the past, but there were only eight wyverns stationed at Orakk Castle. And that was counting the wyverns stolen from the Temir.
    

    
      ‘Even if the wyvern armor is activated, a direct hit from a Blessed Spear will result in severe injury. But if we hesitate here, Haiton Village will be wiped out!’
    

    
      The defending soldiers were less than 1,000 because their forces were spread out so thinly. There were barely a thousand citizens living in the village and mercenaries. If 50 wyverns assisted in the land attack while Temir infantry charged, it would be difficult for Haiton Village to endure the onslaught for even one hour.
    

    
      ‘Since when did we become so afraid of death? Even though our liege must be fighting even now under this scorching sun!’
    

    
      His fellow knights were waiting for his order. There was no more time to hesitate.
    

    
      “Prepare to sortie. We fly out at once !”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The waiting Skyknights vigorously accepted the order with blazing eyes.
    

    
      Though they were outrageously outnumbered, everyone here was someone who had suffered the bone-wrenching pain of losing their wyvern to the Temir.
    

    
      The hot rage sleeping inside their hearts awakened.
    

    
      “Until there’s another order, Sir Fairmont will keep the soldiers on standby!” 
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Everyone wanted to go, but this battle could only be resolved by Skyknights.
    

    
      The young knights in the conference room pressed down the surging heat in their chests, deciding that they too would become Skyknights one day.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Swooooooooooosh. 
    

    
      As if understanding my feelings, Bebeto flew at his maximum speed.
    

    
      However, there was a limit.
    

    
      Orakk Castle and the cement factory were around 5 hours away by flight. No matter how strong a hybrid wyvern Bebeto was, he would definitely tire soon at this pace.
    

    
      ‘You bastards!’
    

    
      The Temir always stealthily appeared like thieves and wreaked havoc. If they were hungry, they could ask to trade, but they saw stealing as something to take pride in.
    

    
      They could never be forgiven.
    

    
      The blood of my knights and citizens on my land was like my own blood. There could be no mercy for those who spilled it.
    

    
      ‘Please, please be safe!’
    

    
      I had hurriedly tried to reach Sir Shailt through the communication line, but they had already departed.
    

    
      The knights’ unwillingness to give up on the northernmost village/fort, Haiton... It was understandable.
    

    
      Because I would have done the same in their position.
    

    
      ‘Hold on a little, just a little! Your liege is coming!’
    

    
      My chest was tight.
    

    
      The people putting their lives on the line for my sake...
    

    
      The only reward sufficient for their loyalty was my own life.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Fire!”
    

    
      Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip. 
    

    
      Nerman’s northernmost fort, Haiton Village, was located only several dozens of kilometers from the united Temir tribes.
    

    
      Because of that, Haiton had endured countless invasions since the beginning and had even been captured a few times over the years.
    

    
      However, the former commander of Nerman, Count Yaix, reclaimed it every time.
    

    
      He resisted so desperately because he knew that if the Temir gained even one foothold in Nerman, they would keep going until they swallowed all of Nerman.
    

    
      Kioooooooooooooo! 
    

    
      Kwaaaaaaaaaaaaa! 
    

    
      “Aerial attack incoming!”
    

    
      The flock of 50 wyverns hurled stones and logs from the sky at the fort.
    

    
      Almost 100 people had already died or were injured from such attacks.
    

    
      There was no place to run.
    

    
      As if the Temir were truly determined this time, they didn’t just bring the wyverns, but 3,000 soldiers as well.
    

    
      The archers sticking their heads out and firing arrows hastily sought cover and ducked their heads.
    

    
      Swooooooooosh. 
    

    
      Their ears first registered the whistling of falling objects.
    

    
      BOOOM! 
    

    
      “GAAAAGHHHHH!”
    

    
      “AHHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      Then came the screams of several soldiers who were crushed under the castle walls destroyed by a boulder.
    

    
      However, not a single person could help them.
    

    
      Booom! Pooooow! 
    

    
      Not just stones, but also large trees were raining down from the sky, and there was no way to resist.
    

    
      “WAAAAAAAAAAAA!”
    

    
      Ruuuuumble. 
    

    
      Their morale flying high at the sight of the wyvern offensive, the Temir soldiers cheered as they charged.
    

    
      The old castle wall had already been in a weakened state and was ruined in many places. They didn’t even need ladders. All they had to do was use the collapsed debris as footholds and charge.
    

    
      “Block them! Archers, fire at will!”
    

    
      The knights ordered to defend Haiton drew their swords and shouted.
    

    
      They were well aware from past battles that these cruel, savage people never left survivors or took prisoners.
    

    
      The problem wasn’t defeat or victory, but survival or death.
    

    
      Booom. 
    

    
      Fwip! Fwip! Fwip! 
    

    
      The archers gathered their wits despite their fear of death and fired. Among them were also male residents living in Haiton. Because they were used to hunting monsters or climbing the nearby mountain to pick herbs or mushrooms, they were pretty much warriors. 
    

    
      POOOOOW. 
    

    
      “GAAAAH!”
    

    
      The Temir, who mistook brainless force for courage, raised their shields made of wood and monster hides and were already at the foot of the castle walls.
    

    
      “Defend the collapsed castle wall! Block them at all costs! Block!”
    

    
      The shouting knight took the lead and blocked the Temir coming over the gaps of the castle wall.
    

    
      “You bastards!!! You’re all going to he—Gah!”
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      The knight standing at the forefront with his Aura Blade was unable to finish his words. His eyes opened wide.
    

    
      A single rusted spear flew from the sky and plunged into his shoulder, cleaving him at a diagonal.
    

    
      “Lukevadio!”
    

    
      “WAAAAAAAA!”
    

    
      A warrior with feathers decorating his head shouted in the Temir language. He hurtled towards the soldiers of Haiton, who were frozen with fear.
    

    
      Behind him, Temir warriors swarmed up the castle walls.
    

    
      Their red eyes had long been devoid of any reason. They were enchanted by the hallucination herb that the Temir would chew before going into battle. 
    

    
      Clang clang clang clang. 
    

    
      “B-Block them! AAAHHH!”
    

    
      After one part of their defenses were penetrated, the enemies rushed in from all sides.
    

    
      From the very beginning, they were no match.
    

    
      Haiton could handle the infantry somehow, but the wyverns and Skyknights blackening the sky embodied fear itself.
    

    
      It was already a miracle that they were able to endure this far.
    

    
      “R-Reinforcements have arrived!”
    

    
      “WAAAAA! The Skyknights are here!”
    

    
      When the defending soldiers were about to fall into the maw of death, they cheered at the sight of a flight of wyverns flying from the east.
    

    
      “Block them! Protect the castle to the last with all your strength!”
    

    
      The sight of hope fired up the last embers of resistance in the knights and soldiers.
    

    
      “KILL THEM! KILL THEMMMM!!!”
    

    
      They courageously crashed into the Temir warriors.
    

    
      Within moments, chaos ensued as both sides tangled in close hand-to-hand combat.
    

    
      Above, the Temir wyverns were turning their noses towards the newly arrived Nerman wyverns.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Flash! Flash! Flash! 
    

    
      The distance was 3 kilometers.
    

    
      The new model of Blessed Spears provided by their new lord cut through the air.
    

    
      ‘Fast!’
    

    
      Shailt expected some improvement in performance, but the territory wasn’t so rich that they could waste Blessed Spears in practice, so today was his first time seeing it in action. It flew about 1.5 times faster than their previous Blessed Spears.
    

    
      The spear whizzed through the 3 kilometer distance in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      The Temir wyverns that were turning and assuming attack position began evasive maneuvers, shocked by the speed.
    

    
      Pow! Pow! Pow! 
    

    
      KWAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      KUUUUUUAA! 
    

    
      However, three wyverns flying from the back were unlucky enough to get hit by the spear volley. Their screams shook the air. Because they were not wearing any decent armor, their thick blood sprayed in the air as they began to plummet.
    

    
      Flaaaash! 
    

    
      Just then, the Skyknights in the back who had already come close hurled Blessed Spears towards the Nerman wyverns, old-model spears that had most certainly been purchased from other empires or kingdoms.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      No matter how heavily geared the wyvern was, a hit would result in major injury. Everyone began evasive maneuvers, swerving to the ground or sky.
    

    
      FWIIIIIIIIP. 
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      But because the enemy was close, the spears were hurled at an effective range, putting two Nerman wyverns in critical danger. Their Skyknights activated Shield spells.
    

    
      CLAAAANG! 
    

    
      PAAAANG! 
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The magic shields enspelled on their wyvern gear gave a milky glow as the spears bounced off as if the Skyknights themselves were mages.
    

    
      Whiiiiirrrrr. 
    

    
      And even after that, the wyvern gear maintained the Shield without faltering. The Skyknights instinctively knew it wasn’t the same Shield spell that they had used in the past.
    

    
      This was defense magic nearly reaching 6th Circle Barrier level.
    

    
      The seed of hope sprouted in the hearts of the Nerman Skyknights who went into battle with a ‘do or die’ spirit.
    

    
      Lord Kyre’s astonishing gift to them was shining a ray of hope in their moment of crisis.
    

    
      ‘We have a chance!’
    

    
      Even though the enemy had six times as many wyverns, with gear this good, they weren’t at a disadvantage.
    

    
      A small smile formed on the lips of Shailt, who was leading the Skyknights. 
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      Then, he hurled the spear in his hand towards the next target.
    

    
      The Lord had buffed them up to this extent.
    

    
      If they could not win, then they weren’t Skyknights.
      

    

    
      Flash! Flash! 
    

    
      Magic flashed far in the distance.
    

    
      Having flown desperately all the way here, Bebeto’s muscles were spasming underneath the saddle.
    

    
      ‘I’m sorry, Bebeto...’
    

    
      But we could not stop.
    

    
      Fatigue could be cured after a short rest, but everything was futile once you crossed the River Styx.
    

    
      I maximized the performance of the mana scope in my helmet as I examined the sky.
    

    
      ‘Did the shields work properly?’
    

    
      I had put my touch on the wyvern armor repaired by the dwarves. Instead of Shield, I engraved the armor with the Barrier spell I was able to use after reaching the 6th Circle. Naturally, in order to implement Barrier, I used Grade 4 magic crystals.
    

    
      Craaaash. 
    

    
      I saw several wyverns twisting their wings as they crashed in the distance.
    

    
      Distance, about 10 kilometers.
    

    
      I took out a spear.
    

    
      “Bebeto, do your best! If we get through this I’ll get you laid tonight!”
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      At my promise, Bebeto roared loudly enough to reach the heavens.
    

    
      SWOOOOOOSH. 
    

    
      His wingbeats raised a powerful tempest as he charged towards the enemies.
    

    
      ‘Say your prayers!’
    

    
      Grinding my teeth, we approached the messy tangle of wyverns.
    

    
      In my hands was a license to kill from hell.
    

    
      “S-Shield!”
    

    
      Whiiiiir! 
    

    
      CLAAAAAANG! 
    

    
      Bzzt~! Bzzt! 
    

    
      ‘Danger!’
    

    
      It was truly fierce.
    

    
      There was no time to figure out where his allies were, and Shailt hurled his spear as soon as he saw the enemy. There wasn’t even time to aim.
    

    
      A volley of ruthless spears hurtled towards him and his wyvern from all directions. If it were the wyvern gear he’d used in the past, he would have fallen into the valley of death long ago. But thankfully, with the Barrier-level shield magic made by the Lord, Shailt was able to overcome deadly crisis several times.
    

    
      He could feel that his whole body was wet with sweat.
    

    
      Schwwwinng! 
    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      There was no way to know how much longer the magic crystal could last. Suddenly, another two spears came flying from above his head.
    

    
      CL-CLANG! 
    

    
      The moment he raised his head, he saw that the shield that was activated time after time was shattering after repelling the second spear.
    

    
      ‘I-It’s the end...’
    

    
      He had fought as fiercely as he could.
    

    
      Shailt had skewered a whopping five enemy wyverns. He had fought with everything he had, so he had no regrets.
    

    
      ‘My lord...’
    

    
      The only thing he could think of was Lord Kyre’s face.
    

    
      His Lord, who had such confidence as he gallantly dominated the world even at such a young age.
    

    
      ‘Thank you. I am your knight even in death.’
    

    
      That was the greatest praise one could offer as a knight.
    

    
      If his first liege, Count Yaix, was like his parent, then his second liege was his hero. 
    

    
      Shailt closed his eyes tightly.
    

    
      As soon as the shield was destroyed, the enemy wyverns would surround him and cut off all chances of survival.
    

    
      He faced his death like a true knight.
    

    
      He did not want to become a shameful Skyknight who lost his wyvern a second time.
    

    
      BOOM! 
    

    
      KWAAAAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      KIAAAAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      Ba-ba-bam! 
    

    
      ‘....?’
    

    
      His eyes were closed, so he couldn’t see, but his ears registered a powerful explosion, followed by the familiar cries of wyverns.
    

    
      Shailt’s eyes flashed open.
    

    
      “!!!”
    

    
      Ba-ba-bam! 
    

    
      The first thing he saw was the two wyverns charging towards him vomiting blood as they whirled uncontrollably in a headlong crash.
    

    
      “M-My liege!!”
    

    
      Behind the crashing wyverns appeared a certain very unique wyvern.
    

    
      A wyvern of intense black with golden stripes that stood out.
    

    
      Shailt hoarsely called his liege through his helmet.
    

    
      Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip! 
    

    
      Just then, nearly ten spears flew towards his liege. The moment Shailt caught sight of them, they were already reaching his liege.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      BOOOOOOOM! 
    

    
      A blinding flash of magic, followed by an explosion that shook heaven and earth.
    

    
      “HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      An uproarious mana-filled laugh that didn’t suit the battlefield rang out in the air.
    

    
      Flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Shailt’s eyes were filled with the sight of a certain man cutting through the wind, his crimson cloak fluttering behind him.
    

    
      Swoooosh! 
    

    
      A silver eagle of wind, Shuriel, suddenly appeared.
    

    
      “My knights! I have come!”
    

    
      The powerful and blazing voice of his liege made his heart tremble.
    

    
      “SAALUUUUTE!” 
    

    
      Resounding roars of loyalty echoed from around the battlefield.
    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      Shailt turned his wyvern’s reins and flew towards his liege’s side.
    

    
      The most reliable boulder in the world, his liege.
    

    
      He had finally arrived, descending onto the battlefield like an avatar of the wind....
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      KIOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      My summoned Shuriel whizzed off and chomped down on an enemy wyvern’s wing joint. Having determined the weak point of a wyvern after several attacks, Shuriel knew what would make me happy. A wyvern without any armor was practically a sitting duck. Shuriel clamped down on a shrieking wyvern and easily dragged it to the ground.
    

    
      ‘They’re running away?’
    

    
      I had worried a lot on the way here, but the situation wasn’t as severe as I feared.
    

    
      There were two wyverns wearing armor crashed on the ground, but thankfully, I could see Skyknights next to them providing supporting fire with spears.
    

    
      Also, I only saw around 20 Temir wyverns in the air. According to the report, there had been 50 wyverns, but their numbers had greatly fallen.
    

    
      ‘They were definitely effective.’
    

    
      It was obvious without looking that the unprotected Temir had fallen victim to the spears and Barrier gear enhanced by me.
    

    
      ‘These bastards!’
    

    
      After hurling a concentrated volley of spears at me, the wyverns began to desperately flee.
    

    
      Shouting unintelligible words at each other, they fled without a single glance back.
    

    
      But the problem was that unlike the flying wyverns, the Temir soldiers were still fighting in fierce hand-to-hand combat on the ground. With half of their bodies bare, unprotected by hard leather, and strange patterns painted on their bodies, the tribal savages were massacring my soldiers and citizens.
    

    
      Swoooooosh. 
    

    
      At a turn of the reins, Bebeto began to plummet. I let go of the reins and pushed off his back.
    

    
      Schwing! 
    

    
      As I dropped, I unsheathed my sword and landed like a meteor right in the middle of a cluster of Temir.
    

    
      BOOM! 
    

    
      My sword plunged into the hard earth.
    

    
      “Burn in hell! Fire Explosion!”
    

    
      I cast the 6th Circle magic I had memorized in advance.
    

    
      Whirrrrr. 
    

    
      Mana whirled inside my body for a moment before combining with atmospheric mana, creating a red ball of flames.
    

    
      BOOOOOOOM! 
    

    
      After a moment where the air seemed to be sucked in like a vacuum, an enormous sea of flame exploded outwards.
    

    
      FWOOOOOOSH. 
    

    
      There were no screams.
    

    
      Dozens of the Temir were drawn into the red explosion of flames, their bones and flesh melting away in an instant.
    

    
      “EVERYONE, HALT!!!!!!!”
    

    
      And then, I let out a yell of rage that shook the earth.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Everyone caught in my gaze stopped moving.
    

    
      Fwoooooosh. 
    

    
      Dozens of flame corpses blazed before crumbling into ashes.
    

    
      “THROW DOWN YOUR SWORDS. THIS IS YOUR LAST CHANCE!”
    

    
      I pointed my sword, shimmering with Aura, at the Temir, who were looking at me wide-eyed and in panic.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      Above me, Bebeto spread his huge wings wide as he roared.
    

    
      That was the moment the battle came to an end.
    

    
      Because even those brutal savages realized they had only one life.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “One wyvern died, two wyverns were severely injured, and the rest were slightly injured. All of the Skyknights are safe.”
    

    
      “How is the damage to the soldiers and people?”
    

    
      “All five knights stationed in Haiton and 321 soldiers were killed. The rest of the severely injured soldiers were treated with holy water. And due to the desperate resistance of the soldiers, only 50 residents lost their lives.”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      This was the first big wound I experienced since becoming the lord. If they still had half a breath in them, they could be saved with holy water, but I had arrived too late.
    

    
      ‘Accursed bastards!’
    

    
      My rage blazed towards the Temir. 
    

    
      My people committed no wrongs, but those savages enjoyed killing.
    

    
      They would one day receive their just deserts.
    

    
      “My liege, what do you wish to do with the prisoners?”
    

    
      “What do you think we should do, my knight?”
    

    
      That was another problem.
    

    
      More Temir were captured than I expected. About 2,000 prisoners had their weapons taken away and were kneeling outside the fort.
    

    
      “The Temir have always been difficult to turn into slaves. Their attitudes themselves are rebellious and hostile, so even the youths will cause a ruckus on a daily basis.”
    

    
      It seemed Shailt also found the Temir prisoners difficult to deal with.
    

    
      “Turn them into slaves. It’s only natural that they should pay the price for their crimes by living on. We’ll put them to forced labor.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Some may say I was being inhumane, but this was what I wanted to do. This was what they deserved.
    

    
      Treating a person like a human was an honor reserved for those who acted like humans, not for those who wore human skin but acted like demons.
    

    
      “Provide the families of the soldiers and residents who died in the battle 100 Gold each as remuneration. Also, for 20 years, the families of the soldiers will receive 1 Gold each every month, the knights 50 Gold.”
    

    
      “M-My liege...”
    

    
      This was probably the first time such an incredible remuneration and pension were provided. It was commonplace that even someone in the Imperial Army would usually get a few Gold as remuneration, and that was it. 
    

    
      “How many wyverns were captured?”
    

    
      “The battle was fierce, so not many survived. Of the 30 wyverns shot down, only 10 survived. All of them have been treated with holy water.”
    

    
      ‘10, you say...’
    

    
      At any other time, I would have rejoiced with clapping and cheering, but not today.
    

    
      The noble death of my soldiers.
    

    
      I prayed with all my heart that they had gone to a good place.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 70: Under the Falling Rain
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Pour!”
    

    
      Guuuuurgle. 
    

    
      “Raise the stones and stack them!”
    

    
      ‘Whew... It’s been a seriously crazy month.’
    

    
      After the start of the monster subjugation, a tight schedule of hard, grueling combat continued without end.
    

    
      Haiton Village was evacuated after the attack of the Temir. Too many parts of the castle wall were broken, and if something like this happened again, the soldiers and residents could get hurt, so I sent the command to have everyone withdraw to Orakk Castle.
    

    
      Then, the monster subjugation continued.
    

    
      One month passed of riding Bebeto to scout from the sky, sending the cavalry to blitz the enemies down, and advancing forward. Blue monster blood had colored the soldiers’ armor so deeply that it couldn’t be washed away, and their swords were also nearly worn down to nubs.
    

    
      ‘We must have killed millions,’ I thought to myself.
    

    
      We hunted up to 200,000 monsters every day. Most orcs and monsters lived in villages of several hundred to a thousand, and we completely wiped out multiple villages in around an hour.
    

    
      ‘It must have been a good time for the soldiers as well.’
    

    
      Now, I was standing at Fort Ciaris, the former last large-scale fort in southern Nerman.
    

    
      The enormously large fort, which could house at least 100,000 soldiers, was now undergoing repairs.
    

    
      This was the outcome we had achieved after pushing back the monsters all the way to the Rual Mountains. A safe zone was secured starting from the route to the Havis Kingdom.
    

    
      “My liege, will that stone powder mush really make the castle wall sturdy?”
    

    
      Looking skeptically at the mortar paste of cement and shells being poured onto the crumbled or exposed parts of Fort Ciarias, Ryker expressed his doubt.
    

    
      “Wanna make a bet?”
    

    
      “Huhu. Sure! If I win, give me as much bonus this month as my wage. Also, an extraordinary rest for one week.”
    

    
      “What kind of confidence are you riding on to make such a bet?”
    

    
      “I have never lost a bet in my life. To be honest, I ended up leaving home because of a bet as well. My father promised to give me something incredible if I am able to safely spend 5 years outside.” 
    

    
      I didn’t know the exact details of what Ryker was saying, but I could tell it was no ordinary situation. He was pretending to be a mercenary and playing around, but he couldn’t hide his aristocrat aura. His fancy curly blue hair sparkled in the sun.
    

    
      “If that stone powder mush is unable to perfectly reconstruct the castle wall in a fortnight’s time, I will give you what you want.”
    

    
      “Hahaha! Great. If I lose, I will serve you a month for free.”
    

    
      Idiot Ryker snickered with happiness without knowing a single thing.
    

    
      Normally, cement would harden and set after a day. And as long as the daily average temperature was 59 degrees celsius or above, the curing would be completed in about a week. Of course, that wasn’t coming from experience, but the knowledge planted in my brain by Master.
    

    
      ‘They’ll come running in full-force soon.’
    

    
      Hundreds of thousands of monsters had been chased off into the Rual Mountains. In the past, the Bajran Empire had faltered at the stupidly powerful counteroffensive of the monsters and were forced to give up Nerman.
    

    
      But I was different.
    

    
      I would protect Nerman no matter what and transform it into a place of peace.
    

    
      “Repairing the official road is also an urgent matter,” said Janice, whose face was black from all the toil under the sun these last few months. “This fort is too close to the Rual Mountains and far from Denfors. I heard that in the past, an ambush from the monsters made the delivery of supplies difficult, forcing a retreat from this fort. We will need to take countermeasures for that as well.”
    

    
      Even though she held a formal baroness peerage, Janice silently shouldered the dirty work under my command. She ran patrols over the trade route day after day, and after the start of the monster subjugation plan, she spent all her time glued to her wyvern’s back.
    

    
      “We’ll keep going like this for now. Once the rainy season ends, the official road construction will begin in full force.” 
    

    
      The standard for road construction here was basically just placing signs saying it was a road throughout the plains. Roads paved with stones were basically only found in cities or forts, and outside, any path traveled by carriages and horses quickly became an official road. At Fort Ciaris, where even that kind of ‘official road’ was lacking, soldiers and the carpenters and blacksmiths we had brought over were hard at work repairing the castle walls.
    

    
      ‘Better to drip sweat now than to lose blood later.’
    

    
      The midsummer heat was sweltering down, and the sultry wind blowing from the sea increased Nerman’s humidity.
    

    
      However, the soldiers did not stop.
    

    
      Because they knew very well that this place was a base necessary for the survival of them and their children.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “What do you wish to do? The line of parties who wish to see him punished is growing endlessly. Not just the Imperial Family and the Corvain Merchants, who have contributed a considerable amount to your financial affairs, Your Excellency, but also Gauss, Ildorian, and every other magic tower want something to be done about him. I believe it is time for a decision, Your Excellency.”
    

    
      “Haah, I didn’t even imagine that he would be so strong. How is it possible that he is a magic swordsman at that age...”
    

    
      “I deeply apologize, Your Excellency. I should have taken care of him for certain back then...”
    

    
      “No. It isn’t your fault. It is my fault for not properly assessing his skills,” said Duke Ormere de Fasain, one of the most influential people of the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      All the Bajran Empire nobles shared the belief that Duke Ormere, the little brother of the Queen and uncle of the Crown Prince, was a person with power greater than that of the Emperor. 
    

    
      Not long ago, the Emperor had caught an illness that lingered and refused to go away. Most people knew that Crown Prince Poltviran would soon rise to the throne.
    

    
      And the most influential person of the empire, Ormere, received petitions from several of his backers, petitions asking him to take care of a certain rat in Nerman.
    

    
      “According to the information, he has somehow managed to acquire over twenty wyverns. Along with the 20,000 men Count Yaix passed over to him, as well as the knight order-level mercenaries that scampered over to him, he has secured military force that cannot be ignored in no time at all.”
    

    
      “If he was someone who could be finished with a frontal fight, the others wouldn’t have stayed still. What a pain...”
    

    
      Duke Ormere didn’t want to bother with things like this, but all the people wanting punishment were supporters of Duke Ormere and Crown Prince Poltviran.
    

    
      Small lines appeared on Duke Ormere’s forehead.
    

    
      “What do you think about summoning him?” said Viscount Parkess, the Duke’s right-hand man, his eyes flashing.
    

    
      “Summoning him? That would be good, but would he come? As long as he isn’t a fool, he should be well aware of the current situation...”
    

    
      “He should come if we throw bait he cannot refuse.”
    

    
      “Bait he cannot refuse?”
    

    
      Ormere’s eyes also lit up with a gleam after hearing Viscount Parkess, who was rumored to be a crafty schemer.
    

    
      “It will soon be His Imperial Majesty’s birthday. We should use that occasion.”
    

    
      “....?”
    

    
      Ormere looked questioningly at Parkess.
    

    
      “Say he will be appointed as the formal lord of Nerman and conferred a peerage. It seems Count Yaix said good things about the bastard to His Imperial Majesty anyway, so it is a good opportunity.”
    

    
      “Oho! So there was that way. So we call him, find fault with him, and deal with him...”
    

    
      “Exactly. The moment he enters empire territory, he will merely be a rat stuck in a vase. As long as we are able to drag him out of Nerman, everything will go smoothly. And the result will be even more certain if you use that person, Your Excellency.”
    

    
      “That person? Ah!!”
    

    
      After a moment of thought, the Duke seemed to realize something, a satisfied smile appearing on his lips.
    

    
      “You handle the preparations. I will provide full support if there’s anything you need.”
    

    
      “Just believe in me, Your Excellency.”
    

    
      And then, the two men quietly discussed a few other important things.
    

    
      In that manner, a new scheme was hatched in the Bajran Empire, showing that a person flying high would always invite unwanted attention one day.
      

    

    
      “Hohoho. Alright, now Lamis is it. Everyone, hide well!”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      Da da da da. 
    

    
      The kids scattered into all directions at the words of kindergarten teacher Aramis.
    

    
      ‘There sure are a lot of them now.’
    

    
      Because I was busy going all over the territory on Bebeto’s back every day, I hadn’t been at the covert for a few days.
    

    
      After all that toil, I finally had a chance to return, and found that the covert had completely become a children’s playground.
    

    
      With a little exaggeration, it felt like there were a hundred kids.
    

    
      “My liege, welcome back.”
    

    
      Derval had become stick-thin from handling the task of continuous battles and providing rear support. He looked tired, but his eyes were gleaming with light.
    

    
      “Where did those children come from?”
    

    
      “They are orphans.”
    

    
      “Orphans?”
    

    
      “Yes, Lady Aramis went out of the city not long ago and brought over all of the children who lost their homes. I will take measures if it displeases you.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Then take measures right away.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Derval showed visible shock at my command, which I gave without a single thought.
    

    
      “Isn’t that what you said you would do?”
    

    
      “B-But...”
    

    
      “Don’t drag it out and make a building on one side of the covert. You can have temporary workers build it as long as they do a good job. And make sure to prepare plenty of food for them too.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Derval looked at me once again with emotional eyes.
    

    
      This was something I should do as a matter of course. I was busy so I had briefly forgotten, but the fathers and mothers of these kids had most certainly died for Nerman’s sake. Also, kids were the territory’s future. Throwing away kids like that was even worse than selling your conscience to the devil.
    

    
      “As you command!” shouted Derval belatedly.
    

    
      ‘Seriously, there’s so much to do.’
    

    
      Aramis’ arrival had returned the life to Denfors. She was just a single priestess, but she had incredible holy power, so she could cover Denfors on her own.
    

    
      Plop plop, plop plop plop. 
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      I was going to the office after giving Derval my command when I suddenly felt raindrops.
    

    
      Then, the sky filled with clouds began to pour down rain, as if it had been waiting for the right moment.
    

    
      The much-heard-of rainy season of Nerman was here.
    

    
      “Haa...”
    

    
      Dust flew from the parched earth as it cooled, drinking in the water greedily.
    

    
      And I stood there, letting myself get hit by the rain.
    

    
      This unpolluted, natural mineral water could be drunk as it was.
    

    
      I closed my eyes.
    

    
      The rain that cooled my hot body and soul...
    

    
      ...was definitely a gift prepared for me by the gods.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “W-What did you say? Priestess Aramis is at Nerman?”
    

    
      “Yes. According to the information we requested from the Information Guild, she is in the city of Denfors in Nerman, an annexed territory of the Bajran Empire.”
    

    
      “Argh... No wonder we were unable to find her when she was hiding somewhere so far away!”
    

    
      After Aramis left, Pontiff Hedor had spent every day on a bed of hot nails.
    

    
      At the news that she was found, he ground his teeth.
    

    
      Hedor hadn’t done her any favors, but he also hadn’t abused her. He had given her the highest regard so that she could live a comfortable life as long as she quietly produced holy water. But Priestess Aramis had run away without a single word.
    

    
      “Kidnap her,” ordered Pontiff Hedor to the temple’s paladin.
    

    
      “That is impossible. Priestess Aramis is under the protection of the lord there, a man named Kyre. And she is even in the covert in the middle of the city.”
    

    
      “You stupid fool! No one said YOU should be doing it! It’ll be easy if you use a contract guild, won’t it?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The paladin was a sacred servant of god, but Hedor shook his finger at the man with extreme rudeness. However, the paladin was unable to retort. Having tasted the black money given by Hedor, he was no longer a true paladin, just one of the devil’s many pawns.
    

    
      “I will do as you say.”
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter how much money it takes, tell them to bring her without a single scratch. They must not even let a strand of her hair fall!”
    

    
      The last few months, Pontiff Hedor had been plagued by nightmares. He was able to overcome the crisis by using the stockpiled holy water in the temple, but there wasn’t much left. But finally, the woman they had searched for all this time was found.
    

    
      ‘When she comes back this time, I’ll lock her up in the underground chapel. So that she can never step foot outside ever again. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Hedor chuckled darkly to himself.
    

    
      He didn’t know.
    

    
      He was completely unaware of the calamity he would bring upon himself the moment he laid his hands on Aramis. 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Pitter patter, pitter patter. 
    

    
      The rain had fallen for a few days already, soaking the castle walls of Denfors. It wasn’t a downpour, but even a drizzle would wet clothes; the rain that fell like spring showers drenched the earth.
    

    
      ‘It finally looks like a place made for people...’
    

    
      During the rainy season, the monsters and every enemy did not act, so there was a short period of peace. I removed the airplate that I always wore, wearing a water wicking adventuring robe as I walked around the castle.
    

    
      My steps led me to the castle wall. I was only wearing a nondescript adventuring robe, but because of my black hair, everyone recognized me, and I hustled to the castle wall to flee from the residents kneeling on the wet ground.
    

    
      ‘The corn will ripen soon. As well as the potatoes, and the wheat...’
    

    
      The wide plains in front of Denfors were much safer than other places. Instead of wildflowers or grass, the crops responsible for Nerman’s life were busy showing off who was greener. Perhaps because Aramis had disinfected the seeds with a blessing, the crops had overwhelmed the weeds and were blanketing the wide fields.
    

    
      Looking at them warmed my heart.
    

    
      Soon, next year or a few years later, all of Nerman would overflow with this kind of plentitude.
    

    
      No, I would make sure that happened.
    

    
      My paradise did not involve the starving and sick, after all.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      After I appeared, the soldiers raised a salute before quietly vacating the premises. I was standing alone on the highest part of the castle wall when I heard soft footsteps coming towards me.
    

    
      “So you were here.”
    

    
      ‘Aramis....’
    

    
      Aramis had been busy recently taking care of the orphans. She made the holy water I requested every morning and spent the whole day protecting the covert with love, our guardian angel behind the scenes.
    

    
      Aramis approached me with a bright smile.
    

    
      “Why are you out here, what if your clothes get wet?
    

    
      “Pft, so now you are worrying about me?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Aramis was acting sulky in front of me.
    

    
      My heart trembled.
    

    
      She was so cute as she stood there pouting her lips through the hood of the wet robe.
    

    
      Anyone whose heart didn’t race seeing that was a weirdo.
    

    
      “How nice...”
    

    
      Walking up to my side, she looked at the blessings of the earth visible over the castle walls. I followed her gaze and filled my eyes with the joyful sight of the fields again.
    

    
      “I’m happy...”
    

    
      They were just two words, but Aramis put her heart into them.
    

    
      “Even more so because Lord Kyre is here...”
    

    
      Those brilliant words rang out quietly amongst a symphony of raindrops.
    

    
      I unconsciously reached for Aramis’ hand.
    

    
      As I took her robed hand, I felt a tremble go through her. 
    

    
      At that moment, the thought that she was a priestess who had to live her entire life serving God did not occur to me.
    

    
      I simply wanted to hold her warm hand.
    

    
      Pitter patter, pitter patter. 
    

    
      ‘It was like this that time, too.’
    

    
      On Earth, on that one rainy day, Seo Ye-rin had skipped over to me, saying she wanted one shoulder to get wet.
    

    
      But I couldn’t keep thinking of her while holding Aramis’ hand.
    

    
      Clench. 
    

    
      I tried to pull out my hand, but Aramis grabbed it softly, but firmly.
    

    
      Craaaaaack! 
    

    
      “Oh my!”
    

    
      Suddenly, lightning crashed near the castle walls.
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      A certain little bird jumped into my embrace.
    

    
      Pitter patter, pitter patter. 
    

    
      Blue raindrops the color of the sky fell unceasingly on her and me.
    

    
      And just like that, the two of us found ourselves in a place where time had stopped.
    

    
      As the rain fell....
    

    
      Just like that....
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 71: The Disciples of Aidal Magic Tower
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “We found them.”
    

    
      ‘Finally!’
    

    
      The short rainy period was almost over. Yesterday, the ten-day nonstop drizzle began to falter, signaling the near end of the rain.
    

    
      Sometime during the evening, Information Guildmaster Smearns came to see me, his face shining with confidence.
    

    
      “Where are they?”
    

    
      “Haha, they were located at a place that is closer but further than expected.”
    

    
      ‘Closer but further?’
    

    
      As if to prove he was the Guildmaster of an organization dealing with secrets, Smearns lightly skirted my question with a joke.
    

    
      “You can settle the payment at the Rubis Merchants under my name.”
    

    
      I had earned 10 million Gold after selling the dwarven goods. On top of that, the monster hides acquired through the monster subjugation were exchanged for 2 million Gold in cash. I was also able to gain a pretty tasty sum from the hides of the dead Temir wyverns. In short, I wasn’t short of money to spend.
    

    
      “They are in the Laviter Empire. We’ve confirmed their whereabouts very recently through a stroke of luck; this information hasn’t even been shared with other places yet.”
    

    
      The promise of money loosened Smearns’ lips. He was truly an information merchant who lived and died for money.
    

    
      “How many are there in total?”
    

    
      “We were unable to determine those exact details. Ah and this information will soon be sent to the other magic towers.”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      “We have a 100-year-long automatic contract with the magic towers. It is a contract where information related to the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal and his subordinate mages will be immediately relayed to the magic towers for a minimum of 100 years.”
    

    
      ‘Geh! Those vicious bastards.’
    

    
      The magic towers had more persistence than a frickin’ honey badger. Who the hell demanded information for not just ten years, but a hundred?? If you looked at it another way, you could tell from the magic towers’ actions just how much notoriety Master had garnered during his time in the spotlight..
    

    
      “Where is their exact location?”
    

    
      I had to move quickly before the information reached the magic towers. We only had a few mercenary ‘mages’ barely at the 3rd Circle, so high circle mages were desperately needed for territory development. Sadly, cloning myself was impossible.
    

    
      “They are living in hiding in the Kovilan Mountains.”
    

    
      “K-Kovilan?”
    

    
      “Yes, sir. Not too long ago, a few mercenary hunters found themselves deep in the Kovilan Mountains and stumbled upon a cave magic tower inhabited by mages. If those hunters hadn’t made that chance discovery, our Information Guild would have likely been unable to find them.”
    

    
      “And how were you able to confirm that they are disciples of Aidal?”
    

    
      “That, too, was simple. According to the information one of our S-Grade guild members found out by getting closer, the spells used by the mages while hunting is an exact match to the offensive magic previously invented by Archmage Aidal in our records. The reliability of this information is 90%.” 
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      90% reliability from the Information Guild meant that there was nothing more to ask.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “You are an S-Grade customer of our Information Guild, my lord. If there is any information you need in the future, please, just ask. We will serve you with a special discount.”
    

    
      This guy’s ‘special discount’ was definitely the same as those 21st century model scamming methods where either the amount was reduced or additional fees were attached in the name of ‘discount.’ But Smearns was offering me such a discount with a guiltless face.
    

    
      ‘I have a shitty history with ‘free’ and ‘discount!’ You’re asking for a beating!’
    

    
      Smearns didn’t know that I ended up meeting Bumdalf by getting lured by the word ‘free’ and got hurled all the way in the middle of who knows where. I met his beaming smile with an irritated, bitter one. 
    

    
      “The location is marked here. It is special information, but because of the contract with the magic towers, they will be informed around the time I leave the covert.”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      “Um... But why are you looking for them, sir?”
    

    
      He was a crafty fox. Even after putting a neat sum in his pocket, Smearns was trying to dig up even more information.
    

    
      “Didn’t I tell you that you would get hurt if you tried to pry too much?”
    

    
      A cold smile appeared on my lips.
    

    
      It seemed a beating was in order.
    

    
      “Ha, haha. It was a joke, a joke.”
    

    
      Smearns laughed to clear the awkwardness. 
    

    
      I gave him a dark look. “Am I someone you can joke with right now?”
    

    
      “I, I deeply apologize!”
    

    
      Thud! 
    

    
      Smears, who made a lame attempt to defy me, the big fish here, must have felt the danger to his life at my cold words and fell to his knees at once.
    

    
      “Allow me to give you one last warning.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Smearns listened with his head bowed low.
    

    
      “Collecting information is all good, but if you ever outwardly dare to spy on me and my territory, you and your Information Guild will be eternally erased from Nerman. This I promise, on my name of Kyre de Adaron.”
    

    
      We could be neither close nor distant.
    

    
      I had to draw the boundaries.
    

    
      This was my honest advice. Who in the world would want information about them to leak out left and right?
    

    
      “I will keep that in mind, Your Lordship.”
    

    
      Smearns bowed, seemingly understanding my intent. In the future, he wouldn’t be able to look down on me in his heart anymore. If he was smart, he should be able to see the veiled dagger in my smile.
    

    
      “You are dismissed.”
    

    
      “I wish you a comfortable rest.”
    

    
      Smearns rose from his spot, bowed, and left. I didn’t respond to his farewell and just picked up the wax-sealed document he had given me.
    

    
      ‘Isn’t the Laviter Empire the main activity area of the Gauss Magic Tower?’
    

    
      I had a strong feeling that it was dangerous. If they were so cautious that they would keep tabs on Aidal’s mages for a hundred years, the other magic towers would not stand idle.
    

    
      I unsealed the document with a rustle and examined the place marked as the exact location.
    

    
      ‘To think they have been holding out all this time in the middle of the mountains....’
    

    
      There were several enormous mountain ranges spread out over the continent. The small ones were the size of a dukedom, while the bigger ones were the size of kingdoms.
    

    
      There were many places still untouched by humans in those mountains. They were swarming with not just monsters, but demon beasts as well.
    

    
      ‘I’ll depart as soon as the day breaks tomorrow.’
    

    
      I made up my mind.
    

    
      The people connected to Master Bumdalf were people deeply connected to me as well.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. You’re all mine.’
    

    
      I laughed silently to myself.
    

    
      They were my prey.
    

    
      Because the master’s possessions were the disciples' possessions.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      ‘It’s almost like a lie.’
    

    
      The rain that had continued to fall until last night had completely disappeared. The low clouds that had blanketed the sky for ten days had all disappeared without a trace, as if they had never been there, replaced by beaming rays of sun that lit up the earth.
    

    
      “Wow....”
    

    
      I couldn’t suppress the exclamation of wonder that burst from me as I looked at the land from above Bebeto’s back.
    

    
      Having received the kiss of rain, the land was different from just ten days ago.
    

    
      As if transforming from a girl to a woman, the earth was changing its clothes. It was becoming a lady dressed in dark, mature green rather than immature, bright green.
    

    
      ‘This is my land!’
    

    
      I hadn’t completely made it mine yet, but everyone called me the master of this land, the lord.
    

    
      “Higher, Bebeto! Higher!”
    

    
      A certain feeling flourished in me as I gazed down at the earth. The dreams plugged up in my heart thrummed, filling me with energy.
    

    
      I took a deep breath.
    

    
      “Haaaaaaaa!”
    

    
      

    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Bebeto ascended towards the sky with powerful beats of his wings.
    

    
      I couldn’t be happier.
    

    
      Because I had a dream, I had hope, and the courage to defeat fear, my future would unfurl beautifully before me.
    

    
      I would have it all.
    

    
      The things only I could make would be created on this land.
    

    
      Archmage Kyre from the 21st century!
    

    
      That mighty name would become known far and wide on the continent.
    

    
      Because my dream was more marvelous and beautiful than any other....
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Please be careful, Your Imperial Highness. There is a high possibility that they are dangerous black mages.”
    

    
      “Haha, do not worry. If I were to ignore the fact that there are black mages on empire territory, how could I ever become this empire’s Crown Prince?”
    

    
      “Still....”
    

    
      “Didn’t you yourself say it was fine? Stop worrying and let us depart. No matter how strong they are, what worries could there be with you, a 6th Circle Master, and Skyknights of the Imperial Guard around? Moreover, the Skyknights of the ducal house of Yanovis said they would come with us.”
    

    
      ‘To think that the information would fall into the Imperial Prince’s ears...’
    

    
      One of the court mages of the Laviter Empire, the 6th Circle mage Dorvit, felt bitterness in his heart at the Imperial Prince’s words.
    

    
      Due to the characteristics of its location, the Laviter Empire was the main point of activity for the mages of the Gauss Magic Tower.
    

    
      Viscount Dorvit, who was in charge of information for the Gauss Magic Tower, was currently in a conundrum.
    

    
      When Second Imperial Prince Alskane, with whom Dorvit was close, said he wanted to go for summer break to Yanovis Duchy, the territory of his maternal grandfather, Dorvit had followed without hesitation. The Second Prince was more trusted by the Emperor and other nobles than the Crown Prince. It was necessary to look good in his eyes, so the Gauss Magic Tower intentionally sent Dorvit to get close.
    

    
      However, that became a problem.
    

    
      Yesterday night, a certain member of the Information Guild came looking for Dorvit.
    

    
      As the person in charge of Gauss Magic Tower’s information, the Information Guild member gave him information that was said to have come from a contract 100 years ago. Hearing that, Dorvit was dumbfounded and threw the envelope to the corner of his room. But then he left his room for a moment and came back to find the Imperial Prince reading the document inside his room.
    

    
      It was very fortunate that the Information Guild had encrypted the important phrases with magic that only mages could decipher. Otherwise, everything would have been revealed.
    

    
      And then, the hunt for the black mage was suddenly on. 18 years old this year and full of spirit, the Imperial Prince got excited by the cover-up Dorvit concocted and exclaimed that they would immediately leave to eradicate the black mages. 
    

    
      ‘To think that there were still Aidail Magic Tower bastards alive... Persistent scum.’
    

    
      Many years had passed, so Dorvit didn’t know the details, but he heard that after the sudden disappearance of Aidal 100 years ago, extensive wars broke out. The magic towers that had cowered under Aidal’s suppression and the empires and kingdoms that had held back their tears and offered Aidal tributes united and attacked. Their targets were the dozens of Aidal Magic Tower branches all over the continent, and the Aidal central 30-story magic tower that was the biggest and tallest in the continent was destroyed.
    

    
      At the same time, the hunt began. Hundreds of high-circle mages who had learned magic at the Aidal Magic Tower were decapitated, and the extensive clean-up operation lasted for ten years.
    

    
      In that fashion, the Aidal Magic Tower disappeared into the annals of history.
    

    
      In the years afterward, Aidal Magic Tower mages were occasionally discovered and killed, and in the last decades, none had appeared. But like resilient cockroaches, there were seeds of the Aidal Magic Tower still growing in the Kovilan Mountains.
    

    
      ‘I informed the magic tower, so they will take action soon.’
    

    
      He had ascended to the 6th Circle not too long ago, so he wasn’t yet a vice-master, but Dorvit was sure to claim the newly-vacated vice-master position. He even had the thought that it would be good to use this opportunity to properly show some results.
    

    
      ‘Ten Skyknights of the Imperial Guard and ten regular Skyknights. If a 6th Circle mage and the 5th Circle territory mage go as well, then it should be doable.’
      

    

    
      As the years passed, Skyknights took a more important role than mages. Even if a mage could cast Fly and an offensive spell at the same time, they couldn’t beat a Blessed Spear that could be pulled out at a moment’s notice.
    

    
      If need be, running away would be easy, too.
    

    
      “Sigh... Understood. But you must not stand on the frontlines, Your Imperial Highness. If you were to get injured, then the Skyknights and I will be the ones to pay for it.”
    

    
      “Hahaha. Don’t worry about that. Who in the world could punch through the Imperial Family’s Skyknights and injure me? Then, let us depart now. It wouldn’t be good if those black mages were to flee.”
    

    
      Alskane was full of excitement, as if they were going on a picnic. He jumped onto a Gold Wyvern, the representative wyvern breed of the Laviter Empire.
    

    
      “Depart!” shouted the Imperial Prince with a pull of his wyvern’s reins.
    

    
      Flap flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Ten golden wyverns followed the Imperial Prince, flapping their wings and surging into the sky, and behind them, Dorvit’s magic tower wyvern and the ten grey wyverns of Yanovis Duchy leapt into the air.
    

    
      With that, the sudden mage subjugation began.
    

    
      The Skyknights were just as excited as the Imperial Prince.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘How refreshing!’ After flying so wildly that even the flat plains looked curved, we arrived at the Kovilan Mountains, a place we were able to reach after flying six hours straight from Denfors.
    

    
      Before me now was a dense carpet of forest. The smell of evergreens drifted all the way into the sky, refreshing my mood.
    

    
      ‘It’s not safe here, so we can’t even rest.’
    

    
      These days, serving me was testing Bebeto’s endurance hardcore. Any other wyvern would have needed an hour or so of rest after flying like this, but Bebeto took it in stride. He wasn’t flying at his maximum speed and he knew how to use the wind currents in the sky, so it was less taxing.
    

    
      ‘So this place is also part of my territory, huh.’
    

    
      According to the map of Nerman hanging in my office, half of the Rual Mountains on the boundary with the Bajran Empire and half of the Kovilan Mountains on the boundary with the Laviter Empire were marked as my territory. You could even say Nerman was bigger overall than the neighboring Havis Kingdom.
    

    
      ‘There are less monsters than I expected.’
    

    
      There were way fewer monsters here than in the Rual Mountains; the two couldn’t be compared. It seemed that was because the Kovilan Mountains weren’t part of the great mountain range formed by the combined Rual and Litore Mountains and even the continent’s Mother Mountains, where the Temir lived. There was probably the influence of Havis and Laviter’s regular monster subjugation, too.
    

    
      ‘Ready or not, here I come~’
    

    
      The path to find the seeds left behind by Master 100 years ago was more pleasant than I expected, even though I didn’t know what kind of reaction they would show if I suddenly showed up saying that I was Aidal’s disciple.
    

    
      Whooooooosh. 
    

    
      Swoooooooooooooosh. 
    

    
      The wind blowing from the sea rode up the mountains into the sky. Riding that wind, Bebeto and I played in the waves.
    

    
      The unlimited freedom offered by the sky.
    

    
      It was like a first kiss, something you would never forget in your life.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ara, what’s with that wyvern flock?’
    

    
      I took a short break to eat jerky and drink some water on the way. In order to reach the center of the Kovilan Mountains, you had to fly at least three hours. That’s why we spent a sweet, sweet break after discovering a small lake, then continued on our way.
    

    
      But then, I caught sight of a flock of wyverns in the far distance.
    

    
      They were too far away, so they only appeared as black dots even with the mana scope installed in my helmet. If not for the golden light shining into my eyes, I might have not even seen them.
    

    
      ‘Aren’t they going the same direction as me?’
    

    
      The unidentified group of wyverns were flying in the same direction as me, going straight towards the center of the large, triangle mountain on the map.
    

    
      ‘It can’t be?’
    

    
      I suddenly thought of what Information Guildmaster Smearns had said; the information was already contracted, so it would be sent to other magic towers.
    

    
      This was much faster than I expected, though. I left the next day after getting the information, but I didn’t think they would show up so soon.
    

    
      I silently pulled the reins, moving Bebeto higher into the sky. Whatever the reason, I decided to just follow them for now.
    

    
      ‘If you lay even a finger on my prey... Just know you’re all dead.’
    

    
      Murphy’s Law existed for a reason–it wouldn’t be the first or second time a ‘maybe’ became reality.
    

    
      The number of enemies was pretty significant, but I didn’t fear them anymore.
    

    
      Just like how children grew up through wrestling, I could now proudly say that I had grown enough to cover my ‘food expenses’.
    

    
      Of course, if they were unrelated, then that was fine too.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘These sons of bitches!’
    

    
      I had followed them for 30 minutes.
    

    
      The bastards arrived exactly at the mountain and valley marked on the map from the Information Guild. They circled a few times in the sky before ten wyverns descended and landed.
    

    
      ‘Let’s just see what they do, shall we?’
    

    
      I was able to confirm that they were definitely not visiting for happy fun times. The golden wyverns were particularly concerning. From what I heard, they were the Gold Wyverns representing the Laviter Empire.
    

    
      Swoosh. 
    

    
      There were rather large mountain peaks in the area where they were circling, so I carefully led Bebeto and hid somewhere nearby.
    

    
      “Bebeto, come out immediately when I call.”
    

    
      Guo guo. 
    

    
      Smart Bebeto nodded in understanding.
    

    
      The distance to the other party was around 3 kilometers. I landed Bebeto halfway up a mountain and sprang off. I couldn’t cast Fly, so I used mana steps to run through the forest.
    

    
      ‘Magic traps, huh.’
    

    
      I saw the kinds of magic traps Master liked to use rigged everywhere, ranging from silent sinkhole traps to Air Missile, which would be used for hunting. They were installed all over the forest, and thanks to that, the area was free of monsters.
    

    
      However, these methods were too simple to catch me. It was like waving elementary literature in front of Confucius or an addition problem in front of a math professor; the traps could not restrain me at all. I lightly skirted the trees and mana traps as I accelerated.
    

    
      BOOOOM! 
    

    
      Just then, I heard an enormous boom that shook my eardrums.
    

    
      Ba-ba-ba-bam! 
    

    
      ".....!!!!!"
    

    
      Then, another explosion.
    

    
      ‘These fuckers!’
    

    
      These people were doing something as rude as blowing your nose right in front of someone about to eat.
    

    
      Schwing. 
    

    
      I unsheathed my sword.
    

    
      If it became clear that the people getting attacked were Master’s disciples, I would reduce these poachers to sorry sons-of-bitches trembling in their own piss.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Protect His Highness!”
    

    
      Cl-cl-cl-clang! 
    

    
      “Inferno!”
    

    
      Whiiiiirrr. 
    

    
      In a clearing in front of an enormous, open cave around 10 meters tall, Gold Wyverns were grounded side by side, and the Guard Knights protecting the Imperial Prince were standing with their swords drawn.
    

    
      Then, the court mage Dorvit raised his mana staff and cast a 5th Circle fire AOE spell, Inferno.
    

    
      The mage’s mana, the staff’s mana, and the atmospheric mana gathered in front of Dorvit. 
    

    
      Flaaaash. 
    

    
      But that only lasted for a moment—after a 2 second delay, the large and red mana ray on the staff shot off towards the cave. 
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      At that moment, as if anticipating Dorvit’s attack, a blue mana light appeared from within the cave.
    

    
      Whiiiirr. 
    

    
      And then, a wave-like Water Shield was cast over the entrance.
    

    
      Booooooom!  
    

    
      The 2 meter large flame magic crashed into the shield and exploded with a loud boom.
    

    
      ‘These sacks of shit!’
    

    
      Dorvit usually conducted himself as a noble mage, so he didn’t often curse.
    

    
      But right now, he was becoming a laughing stock in front of the Imperial Prince. When he sent magic towards the cave, a spell came from within the cave to counter it. They were only 4th Circle shields, but they squashed his magic every single time.
    

    
      ‘It isn’t a high-circle mage, but a 4th Circle mage at best. But the bastard has the mana quantity of a 5th Circle mage.’
    

    
      He was a mage, so he knew exactly what was happening. They had exchanged spells five times already. The 5th Circle Yanovis mage had attacked twice, Dorvit three times. However, the magic attacks failed each time.
    

    
      “Sir Dorvit, how much longer will it take?”
    

    
      Not a single hair of the enemy mage could be seen, so the Imperial Prince was slightly annoyed. His golden, curly hair and stubborn eyes and lips directly reflected his personality; he was someone who always had to achieve his goal.
    

    
      “I beseech you to wait a short while longer.”
    

    
      Since he was in front of the Imperial Prince, Dorvit couldn’t even frown. He bowed his head a little as he spoke.
    

    
      ‘You bastards, have a taste of this.’
    

    
      Dorvit, who was humiliated while trying to eliminate the booby trap spells at the entrance, clenched his teeth as he raised his staff in order to cast a 6th Circle spell.
    

    
      “Song of fire, o’ children of flame filled with hot desire, cast thy breath here and now!”
    

    
      The incantation for a 6th Circle attack spell flowed from his lips.
    

    
      Whiiiiirr. 
    

    
      As soon as the incantation finished, red mana the size of a watermelon gathered around his staff.
    

    
      “Flame Cannon!”
    

    
      A furious ball of flame hurtled towards the cave entrance, so hot that the air around it shimmered. 
    

    
      Ziinnng. 
    

    
      Naturally, a counter spell came flying from within the cave. They must have perceived the danger, because three Water Shields like the one before were cast in quick succession.
    

    
      
        Booom! Booom! Boooooom!
      
    

    
      However, a 6th Circle spell wasn’t a 6th Circle spell for nothing. Dorvit’s Flame Cannon punched through the shields and disappeared into the cave.
    

    
      
        BOOOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      A lump of flame exploded within the cave.
    

    
      Fwooooooooosh. 
    

    
      Then, unable to control their power, the flames rushed out of the cave with a wave of heat.
    

    
      “OHHH! 6th Circle magic is indeed beautiful!”
    

    
      Completely unconcerned about the life or death of the people inside the cave, Prince Alskane exclaimed with excitement.
    

    
      Even an imperial prince wouldn’t have many opportunities to see 6th Circle attack magic. Once one became a 6th Circle mage, most people would become ranked nobles or high ranking executives of a magic tower, so they could not be carelessly ordered around.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, if they’re alive, they’ll crawl out.’
    

    
      According to the information given by the Information Guild, the cave wasn’t that deep. And with this level of magic barrage, they would have no choice but to come out. A properly cast 6th Circle fire spell was strong enough to melt a thick steel door.
    

    
      “They’re coming out!” shouted the knights looking into the cave after hearing something.
    

    
      Everyone in the clearing craned their ears to hear the several pairs of footsteps coming from the still-blazing cave.
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “W-What!”
    

    
      Everyone watching the cave with anticipation exclaimed in astonishment after they saw what was slowly emerging from the cave.
    

    
      Because of the magic, the clothes the people were wearing were almost completely burnt off.
    

    
      No, they weren’t people.
    

    
      Surprisingly, they were not humans.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 72: Beastmen
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘!! W-What the hell?’
    

    
      I arrived at the scene just in time to see a 6th Circle spell being unfurled.
    

    
      It was already too late to run and block it, so I could only blankly watch the cave.
    

    
      But to my shock, the cave’s inhabitants survived the 6th Circle spell and walked out. There were still remnants of magic flame energy, but the people came out with twisted expressions.
    

    
      ‘Beastmen!!’
    

    
      Surprisingly, they were beastmen, the demi-human race said to have been wiped out.
    

    
      Most of the time, their appearances were very human-like, but in battle, fur would grow over their whole bodies and long claws as hard as steel would emerge on their hands.
    

    
      Among the demi-humans, the beastmen were the race with the strongest fighting ability.
    

    
      This was the moment they reappeared in front of people after over a thousand years.
    

    
      ‘A mage? A beastman is?’
    

    
      More surprising was the spells cast to defend against the 6th Circle spell. There weren’t any humans—the five beasts, no, beastmen all appeared to be mages.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, those guys are mages of the Aidal Magic Tower?’
    

    
      I didn’t want to believe it, but I had a bad feeling. I let out a long sigh.
    

    
      “My goodness, to think beastmen were still alive! Hahaha. We’ve struck it rich today, haven’t we?”
    

    
      “Surrender! Anyone who moves will be beheaded!”
    

    
      ‘Who the hell is he?’
    

    
      There was a young brat wearing high-class mithril armor and an unfashionable, tasteless golden cloak. It seemed his parents liked gold, because even his hair gleamed golden.
    

    
      Protecting that glamorous boy were knights of uncommon skill. They weren’t Master level, but they still exuded powerful mana.
    

    
      ‘A person owning a golden wyvern getting protected by a 6th Circle mage and Imperial Knight-level bigshots... That brat, is he someone from the Laviter Empire Imperial Family?’
    

    
      I tried piecing his identity together by putting together various clues.
    

    
      “Humans... We’ll kill you...”
    

    
      Among the beastmen with cat-like tails, a beastman 2 meters tall in the middle gave a bloodthirsty snarl.
    

    
      “Protect His Highness!”
    

    
      ‘His Highness?’
    

    
      When the beastmen emanated bloodthirst, the mage ordered the knights.
    

    
      Fwwiiiiiiiip. 
    

    
      Baaaam! 
    

    
      The Skyknights flying above came lower and hurled spears at the beastmen’s feet.
    

    
      A wordless warning.
    

    
      The beastmen might be a combat race, but the current situation was absolutely disadvantageous.
    

    
      “Kneel! I am Imperial Prince Alskane of the Great Laviter Empire. If you kneel and greet me, I will spare your lives!”
    

    
      The golden-haired youngling revealed that he was a prince of the Laviter Empire. His haughty face was bright with the confidence of someone assured of victory.
    

    
      “Raaawr!”
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      Just then, the beastmen leapt forward with enraged tiger roars. 
    

    
      “You bastards!”
    

    
      “Impertinent!”
    

    
      The five knights rushed to meet the beastmen’s headlong charge as if they had anticipated it.
    

    
      ‘Wow! Even though they’re not even a circus group!’
    

    
      Their movements were surprising. The sight before me confirmed the beastmen’s reputation as battle monsters when it came to fighting. The moment they kicked off, they sprang around 3 meters into the air and hurtled forward nearly as swift as an arrow. 
    

    
      “Hold!”
    

    
      The two mages immediately cast Hold on the beastmen.
    

    
      Flaaash. 
    

    
      The beastmen that had been racing forward like sports cars halted for a moment.
    

    
      Clang! 
    

    
      Not missing that chance, the knights swung their Aura Blade swords. The beastmen, shaking off the Hold, crashed into the swords with their 30 cm long, black claws.
    

    
      Claaaaaang! 
    

    
      Craaaash. 
    

    
      Sparks flew.
    

    
      Surprisingly, the beastmen met the knights’ swords with their developed muscles and reflexes. 
    

    
      They slashed with their claws, not pushed back in the slightest by people who were definitely Imperial Knights.
    

    
      ‘Hooh, they’re quite something.’
    

    
      At first, I thought they would be screwed by the Aura Blades, but it seemed their claws were pretty sturdy. From my experience, a Blade created by knights was strong enough to slice through most plate armor, but the black claws of the beastmen didn’t get cut.
    

    
      Fwwwiiiip. 
    

    
      BAM! 
    

    
      “GRAAAWR!”
    

    
      Just then, a Skyknight flying 10 meters above the ground hurled a Blessed Spear that struck one of the beastmen in the back.
    

    
      “Stop! If you move, you will all be killed!”
    

    
      They were knights, but these Laviter Empire bastards did not hesitate to attack from behind like cowards. They were too shameful to be called Imperial Knights that carried the empire’s honor.
    

    
      “Grawwr!”
    

    
      “Grrrrrrr!”
    

    
      After their comrade was severely injured, the beastmen growled as they retreated backwards.
    

    
      ‘Are there no human mages around?’
    

    
      In a situation like this, if there was anyone left alive in the cave, they would have come out, but I didn’t feel any additional presences.
    

    
      “Surrender. This is your last chance. Looks to me that you are the last living beastmen on the continent, so if you don’t want your race to be exterminated, obediently obey!”
    

    
      “Grrrrrrrrrrrrr.”
    

    
      Supporting their injured comrade, the beastmen growled.
    

    
      Bam bam bam bam!  
    

    
      Threatening spears embedded themselves at their feet once again.
    

    
      A nasty and perfect trap.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      “Oh! So the legends about the beastmen were true! They really are just like humans outside of battle!”
    

    
      ‘Geh! Beastmen are kumihos?!’
    

    
      
        [TN: Kumiho are female foxes disguised as humans who like to trick men and eat them. They appear in Korean folktales.]
      
    

    
      At the Prince’s exclamation, I almost shouted in unison. 
    

    
      As if deciding to surrender at the mention of racial extinction, the beastmen undid their transformation.
    

    
      All their fur suddenly disappeared and their tails retracted, and their claws were nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, what appeared were five humans.
    

    
      Three robust men and two voluptuous females, no, women.
    

    
      ‘Ughya!’
    

    
      The greater shock was that they were buck naked, 18+ NSFW. My eyes went round, and my nose nearly started bleeding. They were beastmen, but their current appearance looked exactly like humans. 
    

    
      “Your Imperial Highness, congratulations. You have captured the first beastmen in a thousand years.” 
    

    
      “Haha, thank you, Sir Dorvit. I won’t forget your role this time.”
    

    
      “No, Your Imperial Highness, I didn’t do anything. Everything is a gift granted by the gods for Your Highness.”
    

    
      After the beastmen gave up, the Imperial Prince and mage’s faces lit up with smug looks. One of the beastmen was bleeding profusely from the spear in his back and on the brink of death, but it seemed they weren’t thinking about treating him.
    

    
      “Tie up the bitches and males separately.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The Imperial Prince’s eyes moved to the beastwomen, who appeared to have barely reached their twenties.
    

    
      They had phenomenal figures.
    

    
      Like South American women, their voluptuous bodies were tucked in and sticking out in all the right places. They made the gaudy western magazine models my friends had sometimes shown me look like a joke.
    

    
      Gulp.
    

    
      I unconsciously gulped.
    

    
      They weren’t embarrassed.
    

    
      They apparently had different notions from humans, because they were showing their mature bodies without reserve. Only the area down under was barely covered with leather underwear. Seeing as it wasn’t burned to ashes by the magic flames, it was likely demon beast leather.
    

    
      ‘But how am I going to deal with these guys?’
    

    
      It wasn’t a good situation to call Bebeto over. There were 10 wyverns and Skyknights standing guard above in case of possible danger. The people on the ground couldn’t be underestimated, either. My hiding spot was about 20 meters away from them. Even if I leapt over in an instant and ran with all my might, they would definitely detect me.
    

    
      “Kneel!”
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      Having given up for fear of racial extinction, the knights approached the beastmen, who were still directing bloodthirst at the Imperial Prince, and roughly kicked them.
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      Click! Click! 
    

    
      And then, the Imperial Knights shackled the beastmen’s hands behind their back with mana restriction bracelets.
    

    
      “Your Imperial Highness, I will go inside and check for any remnants.”
    

    
      “I shall go too.”
    

    
      “That will not do, Your Highness,” said the mage, firmly stopping the Prince. “I believe it would be wise to allow the knights and me to go in first and check before going inside.”
    

    
      “Got it. Then, go quickly.”
    

    
      ‘Alright!’
    

    
      While I was agonizing over how I should handle these guys, the mage took care of it for me.
    

    
      “Sirs Forfin and Edwin, go guard him.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The Guard Knights of the Imperial Family only took orders from the Emperor and the members of the Imperial Family. The two knights responded to Prince Alskane’s command energetically as they joined the mage.
    

    
      Then, the three people disappeared into the large cave.
    

    
      “For beastmen bitches, you’re quite beautiful. You should be very useful.”
    

    
      ‘This wet-behind-the-ears bastard!’ 
    

    
      After the mage disappeared, the Prince approached the captured beastwomen. The wicked smile on his lips was very reminiscent of 40-year old perverts smiling sleazily at the skirts of young girls.
    

    
      ‘A chance!’
    

    
      As the Prince approached the female beastmen, the knights loosened their guard. They knew the beastmen wouldn’t have any energy to resist with the mana bracelets on, and it seemed they were trying to keep their dignity as knights.
    

    
      ‘Go! Wind Missile!’
    

    
      I could now cast something like 3rd Circle spells with just my will and no incantation. My targets were the golden chickens dozing in the clearing.
    

    
      Flash! Flash! Flash! Flash!  
    

    
      Around ten transparent balls went flying without a sound.
    

    
      Bam bam bam bam bam bam! 
    

    
      GWAAAAAAAAAR! 
    

    
      KWAAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      Suddenly suffering magic blows to their heads while nodding off, the ten wyverns screamed loudly enough to shake the earth.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The moment everyone’s gazes went to the wyverns, I ran towards the Prince like the wind.
    

    
      “Ambush!”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      ‘It’s too late, you snails!’
    

    
      I shot 20 meters forward like a lightning bolt with mana step. No, it was more accurate to say I flew. Reaching the Prince in moments, my sword landed a hair’s breadth away from the Prince’s white nape without giving anyone a chance to react.
    

    
      The tip of my blue Bladed sword vibrated audibly.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Everyone froze as if we were playing Red Light, Green Light. The Imperial Knights and the single mage who were just 5 meters away from Alskane looked round-eyed at me and the sword in my hand.
    

    
      “Haha, hello there.”
    

    
      Because I had my helmet on, they couldn’t see my true appearance. I greeted them warmly with my free left hand. But not a single person opened their mouths to greet me back. Their brains were probably scrambling to figure out what the scene in front of them meant.
    

    
      “Y-Your Highness!”
    

    
      The knights’ bodies began moving instinctively.
    

    
      “I’d stay right there if I were you? If you don’t want to see this lucky Prince’s golden cabbage rolling on the ground, that is.”
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      The knights shook with rage. Imperial Knights had much higher loyalty to the Imperial Family than other knights. They probably thought I, someone who likened the Prince’s head to a vegetable, was the devil.
    

    
      “W-Who the hell are you?”
    

    
      Seemingly frightened by the sword lingering lightly at his neck, the Prince bastard held onto his pride even now.
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      I couldn’t help but throw a punch at his ugly mug.
    

    
      “YOUR HIGHNESS!!!!”
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      Mournful cries blasted out of the knights along with the Prince’s cry.
    

    
      “It seems you still haven’t read the mood, but you better speak politely while I’m being nice. If you don’t want to go belly-up, I mean. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      ‘Do I also have psycho tendencies?’
    

    
      For the people on the other side, this was a grave situation where one shouldn’t be able to laugh, but a villainous laugh was bursting out of me. It actually surprised me, too.
    

    
      “Do you know who this esteemed person is?! Release His Highness! If you do so, we will not charge you for your crime!” yelled the mage in alarm.
    

    
      “Oi oi, good mage sir. Does the head on my shoulders look like a stone to you? Shit, are you kidding me? Do you think I’m joking right now?”
    

    
      Whirrr! 
    

    
      As I spoke, I poured more mana into my sword, which blazed blue.
    

    
      Everyone clamped their mouths shut.
    

    
      ‘These guys are fooling around.’
    

    
      I could feel the presences of the knights and mage who had gone into the cave.
    

    
      “Oi oi! Those rats hiding in the back should come crawling out already! If you don’t, then this handsome face will get hurt!” I shouted a warning towards the cave. “And you Skyknights over there! Crawl down quickly, or else!”
    

    
      I also shouted loudly at the Skyknights who were preparing their mana and waiting for their chance. 
    

    
      “F-Follow his order. Quickly!”
      

    

    
      Bleeding from his nose, Prince Alskane ordered the knights with a voice trembling in fear.
    

    
      “One of the knights should release the beastmen. Hey, friends, treat your injuries with this.”
    

    
      I tossed a potion stored in a canteen at my hip to the beastmen.
    

    
      ‘Oh! Sis, please cover that part up.’
    

    
      The beastmen were all bewildered by the sudden change in situation. My face burned at the sight of the women who were showing off their bouncy tits.
    

    
      “Knights should throw down their swords and get in single file! Now!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The knights hesitated at my order, unsure of what they should do.
    

    
      BAM! 
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      So naturally, I planted another fist on the Prince’s face.
    

    
      “Q-Quickly do as you’re told! Quickly!” yelled Prince Alskane while clutching his left eye.
    

    
      Didn’t someone say that the more delicately you were raised, the weaker you’d be to violence? This was probably the first time since his birth that Alskane experienced violence and intimidation like today.
    

    
      Clang. Clang Clang. 
    

    
      “Alright, now you’re listening like good boys.”
    

    
      The knights hurried to form a single file at the command of the Prince, who was like the sky to them. One of them ran to free mana bracelets on the beastmen.
    

    
      Kiooooo. 
    

    
      
        Kwaaaa.
      
    

    
      The Skyknights hesitating in the sky with spears in their hands also began to hurry and land.
    

    
      “The mage and knights in the cave will step out as well! Now!”
    

    
      The three people ran out immediately.
    

    
      “Any nonsense and this prince here will bid adieu to the world. But if you listen to me nicely, this can all end well.”
    

    
      Sizzzzzle. 
    

    
      ‘Hooh, they have incredible vitality and regeneration ability.’
    

    
      Most people would have either died or gone into shock with a spear in their body, but surprisingly, the beastman didn’t just survive after getting skewered, he pulled out the spear without reserve and poured holy water over the wound.
    

    
      He didn’t even groan once; his face just twisted for a moment and that was it.
    

    
      “What do you want? We shall accept everything in our capability, so please release His Imperial Highness and us.”
    

    
      The knights were standing in a long, single file line, but the mage tried to say ridiculous things again before going to stand in line.
    

    
      These kinds of scenes showed up often in movies. As soon as the protagonist lost their nerve and let the baddies go, they would immediately strike like the bastards they were. The guys in front of me were no different. Earlier, the supposed Imperial Knights had persecuted the beastmen with their numerical advantage. They would only know how ‘exciting’ that felt when they were on the receiving end.
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      “Gaah!”
    

    
      There was no need for words.
    

    
      My fist made the trembling Prince’s right eye match his swollen left.
    

    
      “DORVIT, HE PLANS ON KILLING ME!!!!!” squealed Prince Alskane, who valued his own life a thousand times more than the lives of others.
    

    
      With a flurry of steps, the mage named Dorvit went to stand behind the knights with an aghast expression.
    

    
      “You Skyknights over there, aren’t you knights too? You’re not coming over?!”
    

    
      “A-As you command!”
    

    
      At my yell, the Skyknights watching uneasily from atop their wyverns scrambled off and went to stand behind the knights, so frazzled that they even responded with an obedient “as you command.”
    

    
      ‘Huhu. I must be drill sergeant material.’
    

    
      I hadn’t even done my army service yet, but every 21st century kid learned the drill sergeant way from the fountain of vicarious knowledge, the TV.
    

    
      I was perfectly suited for the job.
    

    
      ‘What shall I do with these guys?’
    

    
      Even I hadn’t expected something like this to happen. Things progressed like this because the beastmen were in danger, but it wasn’t like I really prepared for anything.
    

    
      Sparkle sparkle. 
    

    
      Just then, the sparkling of the Imperial Knights’ airplates dazzled my eyes.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhuhu...’
    

    
      Ka-ching! Ka-ching! 
    

    
      ‘You have acquired “Top-Class Full Set Armor Worn by Imperial Knights!”’ rang the imaginary item acquisition notice in my head.
    

    
      Airplates weren’t all the same. The percentage of mithril in the airplates of the Imperial Family’s Skyknights was much higher than usual. 
    

    
      ‘Maybe their wyverns, too?’
    

    
      My gaze moved to the wyverns that were hushed as they watched their masters suffering next to them.
    

    
      ‘Is it possible?’
    

    
      There were too many of them. I might give it a try if there were just one or two, but 20 at once might be overdoing it.
    

    
      Occasionally, I would watch when my dad’s friends came over and played Go-Stop, a Korean card game. As they played, they liked to say a certain thing:
    

    
      ‘Give it a shot, failure be darned!’
    

    
      Whoever refused a feast set before them would have no right to live!
    

    
      “Strip!”
    

    
      It was now the peak of summer, and the blazing rays of the sun were toasting the earth. We were deep in the mountains, so it was cooler than other places, but that didn’t mean the warmth disappeared. A single line of mine swept away all that hot air, filling the clearing with chilly shock.
    

    
      ‘You jerkwads, the good days are over, only hell awaits!’
    

    
      “.....?”
    

    
      At my words, the knights looked at me with bafflement.
    

    
      “He wants you to strip the airplates you are wearing! You stupid fools!”
    

    
      I didn’t even need to answer. Not wanting to get hit, the previously high and mighty young prince figured out what I meant and shouted at his knights, even calling the Imperial Knights who had protected his life all this time ‘stupid fools.’
    

    
      
        Clunk clunk.
      
    

    
      With humiliated expressions, the knights removed their airplates.
    

    
      “You too.”
    

    
      I sent a cold order to the Prince, who was giving me an awkward smile.
    

    
      
        Clunk.
      
    

    
      Alskane moved immediately, proving that there was no beating pure force. He took off his armor even faster than the knights.
    

    
      “Mages! What are you doing! You should also be taking off your magic robes!”
    

    
      Since I was already the devil, I might as well suck them dry. The magic robes worn by high-circle mages were definitely top-class magic items enspelled with water, cold, and heat resistance.
    

    
      ‘Geh, y’all should wash your underwear sometime.’
    

    
      The mages reluctantly followed the knights and removed their robes. Unlike the knights, who were at least wearing basic spandex pants under their armor, the mages were only wearing loose boxers. But the problem was that the panties were unwashed, foul, and stained yellow.
    

    
      ‘They act all high and mighty, but they’re way dirtier than beggars.’
    

    
      What kind of people were high-circle mages? They were people who went around with their heads in the heavens, full of high-brow pretension, just because they knew a little magic. I raked the mages once again with dumbfounded eyes.
    

    
      ‘You embarrassed now? Jeez.’
    

    
      The mages lowered their heads at my glance. It seemed they still knew what shame was, since they were rather old dudes.
    

    
      “The first and second knight to the left should take out all the mana bracelets and tie up everyone’s hands behind their backs! Now!”
    

    
      “N-Now!”
    

    
      Because the Prince told them to obey my orders unconditionally, the Imperial Knights moved quickly.
    

    
      Click! Click! 
    

    
      The mana bracelets loaded on one of the wyverns were dredged up and put on the knights’ wrists.
    

    
      “Lock this guy up too,” I ordered, pointing at the Prince.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The knights hesitated a moment.
    

    
      “What are you doing! Quickly put them on!”
    

    
      The Prince stabbed them with his eyes as he yelled.
    

    
      “You should stop, don’t you think? If you keep going like this, do you think the Imperial Knights will put their lives on the line for you later? If it were me, much less save your life, I’d want to stab you in the back, y’know?”
    

    
      At my words, the Prince trembled.
    

    
      On the other hand, the faces of the knights hardened like cement.
    

    
      ‘I didn’t know I had such a talent for causing internal discord. Kuku.’
    

    
      These people were sure to become my enemies in the future. The Laviter Empire shared a border along the Kovilan Mountains with Nerman. It was way better for me if there was strife among themselves rather than getting along buddy-buddy.
    

    
      Click. 
    

    
      One of the knights approached and put mana bracelets on Alskane’s wrists.
    

    
      “Put the key releasing the mana bracelets on the ground and put bracelets on each other,” I ordered the two knights.
    

    
      Cling, click click. 
    

    
      The mana key fell to the ground, and then the knights put bracelets on each other. Resignation was bare on their faces.
    

    
      ‘Seriously, magic technology is incredible.’
    

    
      The mana bracelets looked similar to the handcuffs on earth. However, their performance was even more extraordinary. Once you were locked in them, as long as there was no key with the matching mana pattern, even a Master couldn’t break free.
    

    
      “This drill sergeant wishes to honestly express his thanks to everyone for obeying nicely. Then, allow me to give my last command! Follow my direction and run into the open cave! Now!”
    

    
      “Now!” repeated the Prince.
    

    
      “Left foot first! Right foot second! One! Two! One! Two!”
    

    
      Wearing only underwear, the knights ran into the cave at my beat. As expected for Imperial Knights, their figures were good and their you-know-whats were also impressive; they disappeared into the cave with their sacks shaking to and fro.
    

    
      ‘Tsk tsk. It’s all a matter of stamina.’
    

    
      Unable to match the knights’ stride, the two mages stumbled forward out of rhythm. Just like how most studious nerds in the 21st century had poor constitutions, the mages here were exactly the same.
    

    
      “W-What should I do?”
    

    
      The Prince’s confident and pompous expression from before had flown off to Narnia, leaving just his two swollen raccoon eyes. That handsome face was gone, replaced by a blowfish.
    

    
      “You did well, you run in as well.”
    

    
      “T-Thank you very much!”
    

    
      As if thanking me for sparing his life, the Prince dipped into a quick bow.
    

    
      Then, as soon as I removed the sword from his neck, he scrambled into the cave at full speed.
    

    
      “Run slowly. You’ll fall over like that. Tsk tsk.”
    

    
      The Imperial Prince went into the cave like a grade schooler getting chased by cooties. Even with both hands tied behind his back, he could still really run.
    

    
      “What kind of Imperial Prince is this weak-willed? Looks like Laviter’s future is bleak, too.”
    

    
      Shaking my head, I selflessly worried about the empire’s future.
    

    
      “Gnomae, come out.”
    

    
      I summoned the intermediate spirit of earth.
    

    
      Rustle. 
    

    
      I had learned how to use this spirit in the Elven Village. The soil wriggled for a moment before a lump of soil 2 meters large popped out.
    

    
      “Bury that cave. Make it tight, you hear?”
    

    
      At my command, the lump of soil rushed over.
    

    
      Craaaaaash. 
    

    
      Then, after a short while, the huge cave disappeared without a trace. Sturdy clumps of earth completely sealed off the entrance.
    

    
      “Thank you, human.”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, their pronunciation is spot-on.’
    

    
      Unlike when they were transformed in their battle mode, the beastmen were able to pronounce human words precisely now. I turned my gaze from the cave and looked at them.
    

    
      ‘What thank you, it’s all something I did for myself.’
    

    
      I didn’t know the details, but from what I pieced together from the Prince and mage’s words, it was the first time in a thousand years that beastmen were found. I was curious as to why these people were using Master Bumdalf’s spells.
    

    
      “I am called Kyre,” I said, introducing myself.
    

    
      “I am the Patriarch of the Taition Clan, Hasifor.”
    

    
      ‘He’s as big as Andre the Giant.’
    

    
      The beastman had recovered to the point that it was unbelievable that he’d been pierced by a spear just moments before. Even a top-grade potion couldn’t do that unless you had the regeneration ability of a troll.
    

    
      “Beastmen accept the person who saves their lives as their master. But unfortunately, we cannot accept you as our master.” Hasifor began to say something completely unexpected. “We were already saved 100 years ago by a certain person, and took that person as our master. Therefore, please request something else from us besides our lives.”
    

    
      Why was it that I always thought of my master every time “100 years” was mentioned? A whole century had passed on the Kallian Continent, but Master’s name was still on everyone’s lips.
    

    
      “Does your master’s name happen to be Aidal?”
    

    
      “!! H-How did you know our master’s name?!”
    

    
      ‘Sigh. Of course.’
    

    
      I didn’t know why Master gathered the beastmen, but it seemed I was fated to meet these guys. I didn’t even get surprised anymore. I was doing my best, but the shadow left behind by Master was just so much greater than I expected.
    

    
      “Did the mage you call your master happen to cast magic like this?”
    

    
      As I spoke, I picked one of Master’s characteristic spell formulas.
    

    
      “.....!!”
    

    
      The five beastmen were unable to conceal their shock at my actions.
    

    
      ‘Battle mages! That’s right! It’ll be killer if I make battle mages with these guys!’
    

    
      I suddenly thought of battle mages while looking at the beastmen, who already had better physical conditions and battle senses than magic swordsmen. If magic was added to the mix, then I could make a five-man army.
    

    
      Kwaaaaaaaa! 
    

    
      Grrrrrrrrrrrr! 
    

    
      ‘These birdbrains!’
    

    
      The wyverns must have felt doubt following the disappearance of all their masters, because they went mad. 
    

    
      “BEBETO!!!!”
    

    
      Putting mana in my voice, I loudly called Bebeto.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      As if waiting for my call, Bebeto came from around the hill.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      After enjoying the sweet taste of freedom these last few months, Bebeto had grown dramatically. His huge wings and body were magnificent enough to make me exclaim in wonder. He had grown almost 1.5 times the size of most wyverns.
    

    
      Kwaaaaaaaaa! 
    

    
      The male wyverns flapped their wings with temperamental reactions to Bebeto’s appearance. On the other hand, the female wyverns were looking with heart eyes at Bebeto’s sturdy muscles.
    

    
      Swooooooosh. 
    

    
      There was nothing more to say. Extending his sharp claws before him, Bebeto went into a dive bomb.
    

    
      BAAAM! 
    

    
      KWAAAAAK KWAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      And then, the merciless beating began.
    

    
      Like chickens getting plucked at the market, wyvern feathers sprayed all over the place like snow. There were a whole lot of golden feathers in particular.
    

    
      “Haha, it seems this wyvern quarrel will take a while, so let us pick up where we left off. About our master, the one and only human archmage in all of history, the great Golden-Eyed Reaper, Archmage Aidal.”
    

    
      The beastmen were made speechless by Bebeto’s fiery education method. However, once Aidal was mentioned, everyone’s gazes returned to me.
    

    
      On my lips was a happy smirk.
    

    
      Today, yet another jackpot fell on my lap. Battle mage beastmen and twenty two wyverns, as well as top-class airplates without a single scratch.
    

    
      ‘UHAHAHAHAHA!’
    

    
      Laughter erupted like a volcano in my heart.
    

    
      The path walked by the great Kyre.
    

    
      Everyone would have to get out of the way.
    

    
      If they didn’t, they would find themselves robbed silly!
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      CLANG CLANG CLANG.... 
    

    
      The covert’s emergency bell had rung so loudly that the echo was still ringing in the air.
    

    
      Flap flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      With Bebeto at the lead, twenty-two wyverns landed one by one in the covert.
    

    
      ‘You’re amazing, Bebeto!’
    

    
      I could just outright tell him to leave the nest, because there really was nothing left for me to teach him.
    

    
      Unlike before, there was no need for me to assist him with the wyvern re-education. Bebeto dominated the males and females with brute force violence. Every single one of the Gold Wyverns that were the pride of the Laviter Empire lowered their tails and obediently followed Bebeto’s command. Of course, some of the wyverns touching down had been reduced to nearly bald chickens. Perhaps he took after his master, because Bebeto had the magnanimity of doling out the fist of ‘love’ in the name of education.
    

    
      Just looking at him filled my heart with satisfaction.
    

    
      The phrase ‘a well-trained hybrid wyvern is better than ten wyverns’ was meant to be used in a time like this. Though, that was just something I made up.
    

    
      ‘The covert will feel small now,’ I mused. Besides the ten Temir wyverns we had acquired recently, there were eight wyverns being kept at Weyn Covert, including Bebeto. But with the addition of another twenty-two, the previously expansive covert felt cramped.
    

    
      “M-My liege...”
    

    
      The covert had gone into a state of emergency because they had only seen the extremely eye-catching Gold Wyverns and not Bebeto. Not a single person moved at the sight of the flock of wyverns that had landed on the runway. But Derval, who always tried his best to keep his cool, came running up with my name on his lips.
    

    
      “Derval, nothing happened, right?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      My nonchalant words reduced Derval to speechlessness. His eyes were asking me: The hell is with this huge flock of patchy wyverns???
    

    
      “There sure are a lot of truly kind people in life. I said I didn’t want them, but they insisted on making me take these gifts. Hahaha!”
    

    
      I passed the wyverns off as gifts, laughing heartily.
    

    
      However, Derval and the others didn’t laugh.
    

    
      They were well aware—just like how Black Wyverns symbolized the Bajran Imperial Family, Gold Wyverns were the wyverns of the Laviter Imperial Family, the empire said to be the strongest on the continent.
    

    
      “Come on down. This place is your home from now on.”
    

    
      The five beastmen were riding on the wyverns that landed behind Bebeto. They were wearing the airplates from the knights, and Hasifor, whose body was the biggest, was wearing one of the elastic mage robes like a skinny tee.
    

    
      “These people are...?”
    

    
      Derval, who hadn’t noticed yet because of the wyverns, looked towards the beastmen now.
    

    
      “They are disciples of someone I know well, and they have agreed to help me. They’re all 5th Circle mages,” I said flippantly, as if describing Fido from next door.
    

    
      “!! F-Fifth Circle mages?!”
    

    
      Derval stuttered, blown away. His brain was probably fit to explode right now. He was probably wondering where the hell I found twenty-two wyverns, including Gold Wyverns, much less five mages, whose existence alone could be a threat. 
    

    
      “Derval, it’s still before dinnertime, right?”
    

    
      The sun was several hours longer in the summer than in the winter.
    

    
      “I-It is.”
    

    
      “Then let’s eat, no, we should throw a festival today. My dear soldiers! Today, we party! Let’s drink to our heart’s content and get drunk!”
    

    
      “WOOOHOOOOO!”
    

    
      “Long live the Lord! Long live!”
    

    
      It seemed my personality changed a bit after meeting the dwarves.
    

    
      And thanks to meeting a lord like me, the soldiers’ guts had grown. They cheered and hailed me as if there wasn’t a whole flock of foreign wyverns right in front of them.
    

    
      ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what’ll become of us from tomorrow onwards.’
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      The moment I put a sword on the Imperial Prince’s neck, I had crossed a river of no return with the Laviter Empire. They might have not recognized me because I was wearing a helmet, but I did what I did because I knew we would clash one day.
    

    
      If the rumors that there were golden wyverns here spread quickly, then it would take one day, or a few days at the latest to reach the Laviter Empire.
    

    
      But what could I do?
    

    
      It was already spilled milk.
    

    
      I just had to worry about tomorrow’s problems tomorrow.
    

    
      “Derval, permit the soldiers to drink. Besides a basic regiment to keep watch, allow everyone to eat and drink.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Derval lowered his head with a resigned expression.
    

    
      “Then let us go. I’m starving, and I want some beer.”
    

    
      Jumping off Bebeto, I walked towards the headquarters, aka my lodgings.
    

    
      Sha sha sha. 
    

    
      ‘Woah! They’re beastmen alright.’
    

    
      They had leapt off the wyverns, but the sound of their landing was no louder than a leaf falling. They swiftly moved behind me and quietly followed.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre...”
    

    
      Having heard of my arrival, Aramis came running over. Like a woman greeting her hubby returning from work, she greeted me with a smile.
    

    
      “Lady Aramis, if you have not eaten yet, would you like to dine together?”
    

    
      “Yes, as long as you invite me, I would gladly partake.”
    

    
      All my fatigue from the day seemed to melt away at her gentle smile.
    

    
      ‘I should recruit more Skyknights. Since we have another enemy.’
    

    
      Even I had to admit that my actions were hopeless.
    

    
      I was targeted by the Crown Prince of the Bajran Empire and a bunch of nobles and chased off to Nerman, became the Lord, and then made every magic tower on the continent and several merchant groups my enemies.
    

    
      On top of that, now I was fated to square up against the Laviter Empire, the nation hailed as the top dog of the continent. 
    

    
      No matter how much of a fighting expert I was, even I thought I was seriously hopeless for bringing things to this state.
    

    
      But I couldn’t stop.
    

    
      Because the moment I stopped, so too would the fates of all the people who were relying on me.
    

    
      Clang clang clang! 
      

    

    
      “Wyverns in the distance!”
    

    
      “Black Wyverns have appeared!”
    

    
      ‘Black Wyverns?’
    

    
      The soldiers in the covert lookout tower yelled as they rang the bell yet again.
    

    
      I immediately looked up.
    

    
      Black Wyverns, the symbol of the Bajran Imperial Family. There was no reason for one to come here.
    

    
      ‘Flag of the Imperial Family!’
    

    
      Moreover, there was a flag used when following the orders of the Imperial Family tied to the bellies of the Black Wyverns. A gold-embroidered wyvern flew proudly on the flag.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Without permission, the Black Wyverns landed quietly on one side of the covert that was already full to the brim with wyverns, their black bodies dyed blood red by the crimson sunset.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Everyone’s gazes went towards the Black Wyverns.
    

    
      This was probably the first time most of the Nerman soldiers saw a Black Wyvern.
    

    
      ‘T-That wyvern is!’
    

    
      I was wondering why Black Wyverns would come all the way here when I suddenly recognized the one in the front. Rather, it was a wyvern I could never forget.
    

    
      Whoosh. 
    

    
      Releasing their safety ring, the Skyknight leapt down as light as a bird.
    

    
      Then, they walked right towards me, their crimson cloak fluttering. Around their neck was a black scarf.
    

    
      ‘Countess Irene!’
    

    
      It was her.
    

    
      To my surprise, the Skyknight of the Bajran Imperial Guard walking towards me was the unforgettable Countess Irene, and the wyvern she had ridden here was Vivirian, the wyvern I trained on.
    

    
      No one restrained her as she reached me with confident strides.
    

    
      She removed her helmet with a click.
    

    
      As she did so, the same silver hair that had once made my heart flutter cascaded down like a waterfall.
    

    
      Countess Irene lifted the hair blocking her eyes with her right hand.
    

    
      And then, I saw her sparkling eyes, as well as the beautiful smile she was sending my way.
    

    
      ‘Ah...’
    

    
      A small cry arose in my heart as I remembered the memories I’d forgotten.
    

    
      “Baronet Kyre de Adaron, receive His Imperial Majesty’s mandate with all due respect!”
    

    
      And then, another Skyknight that had approached next to Irene announced an imperial mandate.
    

    
      Cradled in his hand was a black letter stamped with the golden seal of the Imperial Family.
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      ‘What’s this now?’
    

    
      My brain stopped for a moment because of Countess Irene, but ‘Emperor’s command’ startled me back to reality.
    

    
      Why did I have to obey or receive such a thing?
    

    
      No matter how I thought about it, all the empire had given me were a few meals and a place to sleep after entering knight academy.
    

    
      You could maybe say they gave me Bebeto, but that was to some extent giving me something expendable that they thought was trash, and I was curious as to why they would give me orders now after very “kindly” flinging me off to Nerman, this bleak and hostile land.
    

    
      ‘Let’s hear what it is first.’
    

    
      Still, it was an imperial mandate.
    

    
      I still possessed a Bajran Empire baronet peerage, so I decided to lower my head this time. If it was nonsense, all I had to do was let it come out the other ear, anyway.
    

    
      “Do you intend to defy the imperial mandate?!”
    

    
      ‘Jesus, this dude is seriously impatient.’
    

    
      The knight yelled at me after seeing me hesitate for a moment. He was a gangly person with a bad-tempered, gaunt face.
    

    
      “Kyre, what are you doing? Hurry up and receive the mandate,” said a grinning man standing next to Irene.
    

    
      ‘Baron Rothello.’
    

    
      It was Rothello, the 185 cm tall Skyknight whose shining blond hair suited his cynical expression. He was sending his characteristic smile my way.
    

    
      
        Zing!
      
    

    
      ‘Wut?’
    

    
      I decided to kneel and receive the mandate when I suddenly felt a powerful bloodthirst coming from next to me.
    

    
      ‘They’re gonna cause a mess.’
    

    
      The beastmen were openly showing their bloodthirst towards the knight who yelled at me.
    

    
      “I, Baronet Kyre de Nerman , await the imperial mandate.”
    

    
      Going down to my right knee, I lowered my head.
    

    
      “Loyal knight of the Empire, Baronet Kyre de Nerman, is hereby invited to the banquet celebrating the birthday of His Imperial Majesty.”
    

    
      ".....?"
    

    
      ‘What, that’s all?’
    

    
      The nonsensical imperial mandate was only one line? I looked up and stared at the knight reading the mandate. 
    

    
      “What are you doing, not submitting to the imperial mandate at once?!”
    

    
      ‘Jeez, at least you could say I worked hard or something, why bother with these kinds of pleasantries?’
    

    
      I was busy securing the peace of Nerman with my own precious money, but the emperor’s command was to invite me to his frickin’ birthday party.
    

    
      “I, Baronet Kyre de Nerman, receive the imperial mandate!”
    

    
      I put even more force into my voice since it was so cheap and lousy.
    

    
      ‘Shit, you think you’re all that because you’re the emperor, inviting a busy person,’ I thought to myself, scolding the emperor.
    

    
      “Sir Derval, precious guests have come. Prepare a feast.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Rising from the ground, I gave Derval a command.
    

    
      KUAAAAAA! 
    

    
      “Uwaaaah! A, a wyvern is going crazy!”
    

    
      Just then, one of the male Gold Wyverns that still had sass in him flapped his wings unhappily with a loud roar.
    

    
      “Bebeto, step on him!”
    

    
      My loyal go-getter needed little encouragement.
    

    
      KUAAA! 
    

    
      Crunch crunch cruuunch. 
    

    
      KWAAAAAAAAAA!!! 
    

    
      Bebeto flew up with powerful strokes of his wings and gave the unruly wyvern a high kick to the face with his sharp claws. The Gold Wyvern shrieked bloody murder, red blood flying from its nose.
    

    
      Flop. 
    

    
      Its patchy body pressed into the ground by Bebeto’s massive foot, the wyvern flopped groggily.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Bebeto roared his victory into the sky as if he were a wolf. In my eyes, he was no different from a neighborhood bully bringing “peace” to the village.
    

    
      “There are always some folks who fool around without knowing their place. Seriously, you can’t know if it’s shit or soup without taking a sip. Tsk tsk.”
    

    
      Clicking my tongue, I stared at the knight who had angrily berated me in the name of the imperial mandate.
    

    
      The skinny knight flinched under my gaze.
    

    
      Even the Black Wyverns lowered their heads at Bebeto’s madness.
    

    
      The knight also looked away, finally coming to his senses. Nerman knights were surrounding him, and he must have perceived the threat to his life from the unusual-looking beastmen who continued to direct bloodthirst at him.
    

    
      ‘They only ever listen after a beating.’
    

    
      This knight dared to act impertinent in front of the master of great Nerman, me. It was only after witnessing Bebeto’s violence that he retracted his claws and took a meek appearance.
    

    
      “Haha, my place is humble, but please, let us go inside.”
    

    
      Laughing heartily, I strode into the office.
    

    
      Even a dog held his head high in his own home. But I was the master of Nerman, and this land was 100% mine.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Sluuuuurp sluuurp. 
    

    
      ‘My god...’
    

    
      Somehow, the situation had become complicated.
    

    
      Refusing to be separated from me, the beastmen took the spots next to me at the table, along with Aramis, and Countess Irene, Rothello, and the Imperial Skyknight (whose name was Betress) were sitting in front of me.
    

    
      However, there was a problem.
    

    
      ‘Are they dogs or something....? They sure are eating well.’
    

    
      They must have lived too long away from society, because as soon as the soup came in, the beastmen gulped it down in a single go. The dishes that continued to come in were eaten without forks or knives, just their two hands.
    

    
      I was dumbfounded.
    

    
      It was a little lacking, but this was still a feast of nobles in name. Everyone was blankly staring at the beastmen scarfing down dish after dish while wearing a mage robe like a skinny tee and valuable airplates.
    

    
      “Please eat slowly, you’ll get indigestion,” said the angel Aramis with a kind smile as she gave the beastmen her share of bread and meat.
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      They were really tactless. Hasifor didn’t even say “thank you,” but a blunt “thanks.”
    

    
      “Please tell me if you would like more.”
    

    
      They were currently taking human form, but perhaps as a characteristic of beastmen, they kinda looked like buff cats. Aramis wasn’t frightened at all by the sight and treated them with sincerity. She truly was always a woman with a beautiful heart.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre, where did you get the Gold Wyverns outside?”
    

    
      It was right around dinner time, so food had already been prepared. Even if you called it a feast, it was just bread and soup, smoked pork, honey and a few biscuits—simple fare.
    

    
      After finishing her meal with a single piece of bread, Countess Irene stroked her silver hair with one hand as she looked at me with shining eyes. As expected of a Skyknight, she was interested in the Gold Wyverns of the Laviter Empire, the #1 enemy of the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      “I borrowed them.”
    

    
      “Borrowed? Gold Wyverns that symbolize the Laviter Empire Imperial Family? And not just one or two, but over ten of them?” Rothello questioned my words with a dumbfounded expression.
    

    
      “I told them about the difficult circumstances of the Nerman Plains and they let me borrow them. Much friendlier than a certain place that didn’t send us a single scrap of support.”
    

    
      I lied through my teeth without a hitch. In any case, if I told the truth, things would get even messier. That would also require me to reveal the existence of the beastmen, so I decided to go all out on the lies while I was at it.
    

    
      “Those words just now, do you intend to pass over Nerman, a territory of the Bajran Empire and His Imperial Majesty, to the Laviter Empire?!”
    

    
      Viscount Betress, who was apparently so displeased that he sat there with a frown and didn’t touch the food, yelled outright.
    

    
      ‘What? Territory of Bajran and His Imperial Majesty?’
    

    
      Betress spoke exactly as if someone else saved a dog kicked out onto the streets because it got sick, but he still claimed the dog as his. It was really irritating to the ears.
    

    
      “I said I borrowed them, you have really poor comprehension.”
    

    
      I roughly tore a bite out of the bread in my hand.
    

    
      “Y-Youuuu!!!!”
    

    
      Betress, someone with a viscount title, turned bright red at the rudeness of me, a baronet.
    

    
      “And since when did the empire have so much interest in Nerman? It would be best for our mental health if we just minded our own business, don’t you think, Sir Betress?” 
    

    
      Since I decided to engage in verbal sparring anyway, I added oil to the flames with a slight smirk.
    

    
      “C-Can you deny that the words you are saying are treasonous?! How can a knight of the empire, who lives thanks to the grace of His Imperial Majesty, say such treasonous things?! Countess Irene, I believe we cannot let Baronet Kyre pass like this. Please take action at once.”
    

    
      Betress convicted me as a traitor, saying this and that about the empire, the empire, and being a fuckin’ knight. He even cunningly dragged Irene, who wasn’t saying anything, into it.
    

    
      “He said he borrowed them, did he not.”
    

    
      “Huh? D-Do you truly believe that ridiculous lie?”
    

    
      Stunned by Irene’s unexpected words, the stupid viscount stared at Irene.
    

    
      “Then why don’t you personally find out how those Gold Wyverns came here, Sir Betress? Find evidence that Sir Kyre did not borrow them, but is planning to commit treason with the support of the Laviter Empire.”
    

    
      Irene’s pleasant voice rang throughout the dining hall.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      “Also, we are currently here as messengers to relay Sir Kyre the command of His Imperial Majesty, not as inspectors here to interfere or investigate matters of the territory or treason. As you know, Sir Betress, Nerman has been half-discarded by the empire, and we should be thankful that Sir Kyre is taking care of it in the empire’s name. If you have complaints, then I would recommend you to come support this place personally.”
    

    
      In the time I hadn’t seen her, Countess Irene’s womanly aura had become even more pronounced. She must have resolved herself, because she made Viscount Betress’ pie hole shut right up.
    

    
      “Oh! What a great idea, Countess Irene. It just so happens that the Temir are coming south with dozens of wyverns these days and the pirates are also invading en masse. If Sir Betress were to join us, I would send him straight to the front lines and give him an opportunity to show his loyalty towards the Bajran Empire and His Imperial Majesty.”
    

    
      ‘Stupid fool. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      I didn’t expect that Irene would help me so actively. Therefore, it was important to take advantage of the moment and come in with a pincer attack.
      

    

    
      “T-That is...”
    

    
      Betress’ face blanched and he stuttered into silence.
    

    
      He must also know. That Count Yaix had lost his wyvern and most of his wealth after getting sent to Nerman.
    

    
      “Huhu. As expected of Sir Kyre. You were assigned a wyvern as a cadet and became a Skyknight, and now you’ve even managed to borrow and use Gold Wyverns as the provisional lord! You have my admiration, Sir Kyre!”
    

    
      “Haha, this much is nothing.”
    

    
      Unlike Betress, who had turned into a stone statue, Rothello didn’t hesitate to add a good word for me. He sent a wink my way.
    

    
      “Since such valuable guests have come today, let us be done with the meal and do some real catching up. I was regretfully unable to provide a proper feast due to the unstable state of the territory, but all of your unhappy thoughts will be washed away by the taste of the beer I recommend.”
    

    
      “Beer! It just so happens that I was thinking about beer because it was so muggy today.”
    

    
      “What do you think, Countess Irene?”
    

    
      Along with Sir Rothello’s exuberance, Countess Irene grinned at my query.
    

    
      ‘Oh man...’
    

    
      I suddenly remembered a certain occurrence.
    

    
      That time when I accidentally grabbed that one part of Irene during the flight training on Irene’s wyvern...
    

    
      My face slowly reddened as I looked at her inscrutable smile.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kyaa, this is killer! This kind of taste is hard to come by even in the empire!”
    

    
      Drinking parties were ensuing all over the place with my “festival” command.
    

    
      Viscount Betress helplessly left the dining hall and went into the appointed lodgings with a scowl.
    

    
      As for me, Irene, Aramis, Derval, and Rothello, we threw a party in one of the watchtowers, enjoying the wide-open view of Denfors while drinking beer chilled by magic. 
    

    
      ‘In this world too, money is might.’
    

    
      We were using a magic storage device that was difficult for regular people to buy even after saving their whole lives. Modern-day refrigerators and other incredible products were used for the convenience of nobles. Back when I caught tuna for the Rubis Merchants, they had used a magic refrigerator device to keep it fresh. Beer was also stored in such a device to maintain its freshness.
    

    
      To be more precise, it was the beer made through Master’s secret method. Made with a mixture of honey and various spices, the beer was so delicious that it could even make those beer-crazy dwarves cry. Also, we had jerky made with beef and other kinds of meats (a close second to shrimp crackers), the best beer snacks one could ask for in this world.
    

    
      “Lady Aramis, may I ask which God you serve?”
    

    
      Countess Irene, who hadn’t said much up until now, showed an interest in Aramis, who was sipping a glass of beer.
    

    
      “I am in the service of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran,” replied Aramis, her face reddened after just a few sips of beer. My heart warmed at that cute sight, which was different from usual.
    

    
      GLUG GLUG. 
    

    
      ‘They’re driving me nuts.’
    

    
      The watchtower was small, so the beastmen had settled on the stairs. All of them were clutching small beer containers and gulping down the contents.
    

    
      ‘It’ll cost quite a lot to feed them.’
    

    
      I didn’t know the legendary beastmen were this kind of race. It was true that they had lived apart from the human world, but this was still too much. They called me master, but followed me around as if I was their mother duck.
    

    
      In particular, the female beastmen resembling lady cats with their 10/10 figures made me even more embarrassed. I was with Irene and Aramis, but they would rub their bodies onto me without reserve whenever there was a chance, like servants seeking their master’s passionate(?) affection.
    

    
      “So you were a beautiful priestess of Neran...”
    

    
      This was something I always thought, but Countess Irene’s eyes were really difficult to read. Her blue eyes were quiet and calm. Like a huge lake that could not be shaken by small winds, their depths were indecipherable.
    

    
      “What beautiful... I am merely a lacking servant. If not for Lord Kyre, I would have lived eternally as a foolish criminal without knowing God’s intent even while in their service.”
    

    
      As she spoke, Aramis gazed at me with warm eyes.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The beer was also at fault, but her gaze made me redden.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre is... a good person.”
    

    
      ‘Ara? What’s wrong with Irene?’
    

    
      Like Aramis, Irene looked at me with a hot gaze.
    

    
      I suddenly felt super thirsty for beer. I was the embodiment of guts, but the gentle gazes of the women made my heart turn mushy. Moreover, the beauty of these two angel-level women was more than enough to light a bonfire in the heart of a greenling in the prime of his youth.
    

    
      “Kyre, Nerman was cooler than I expected. The vast plains that cannot be seen in the empire, as well as that endless blue sea... If I could, I would even want to live here,” said Rothello with excitement, rising from his seat holding a beer glass made of crystal.
    

    
      “You are welcome anytime. We will grant special treatment to a talent like you, Sir Rothello.” 
    

    
      “Hahaha. That’s right. It’s not easy to meet a talent like me. Right, Countess?”
    

    
      “Sir Kyre, you sadden me.”
    

    
      ".....?"
    

    
      I cocked my head at Irene’s sudden words.
    

    
      “If you give special treatment to a half-baked Skyknight like Rothello, how will you treat me? Is the relationship between us only of this level? Have you already forgotten the passionate relationship between us from the past?”
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      To my utter confusion, Countess Irene earnestly brought up a ‘passionate’ past.
    

    
      “Hohoho. So there are times when Lord Kyre is flustered, too.”
    

    
      Aramis burst out in laughter at my shocked expression.
    

    
      ‘W-When were things hot between us??’
    

    
      Irene was looking straight into my eyes without a shred of embarrassment. My face burned.
    

    
      “Ohhh! Don’t tell me the goddess of all Skyknights has an interest in the rookie Sir Kyre?? My goodness! My goodness!!”
    

    
      Rothello made a fuss, emphasizing “rookie.”
    

    
      But Irene did not contradict his words.
    

    
      ‘I-It wasn’t a joke?’
    

    
      “You’re killing me” was the perfect phrase for a moment like this. I thought it was definitely a joke, but instead of contradicting Rothello, Irene continued to stare at me with a strange smile.
    

    
      Glug glug. 
    

    
      In a time like this, the beer glass was there to hide one’s confusion. I chugged down the beer to cool my burning chest in a single go.
    

    
      “But Kyre, did you prepare a birthday present for His Imperial Majesty the Emperor? It is noble custom that nobles invited by imperial mandate must give the most valuable thing in their possession as a present.”
    

    
      “A present?”
    

    
      “Oh no, you didn’t know. Don’t worry too much. Everyone knows about Nerman’s circumstances, so you don’t have to take it too seriously.”
    

    
      ‘Have you ever seen a person this fuckin’ greedy?’
    

    
      I wouldn’t be happy with this situation even if they paid me, but now I even had to give a gift. Curses spewed in my heart. How heartless did you have to be to aim for my things when I was so poor and had nothing to rip-off?
    

    
      ‘But I’m telling you, something feels off. Why is he calling me?’
    

    
      No matter how hard I racked my brains, there was no reason for the emperor to invite me to his birthday party with an imperial mandate. I wasn’t even a formal noble, but a person with a shoddy baronet peerage. Additionally, I was the poor sop taking the provisional lordship of Nerman, a place that would only yield dirt when shaken upside down. 
    

    
      But the emperor still called me. Why?
    

    
      “Lady Aramis, I have something private to tell Sir Kyre, so could you leave for a moment?”
    

    
      “Please do so. I was tired anyway and thought maybe I should go rest now.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      ‘Hm? Something to tell me?’
    

    
      Countess Irene showed up like a phantom and surprised me a few times today. She confidently suggested that everyone leave.
    

    
      “Since I’ve had my beer, I’ll go for a night flight over the sea.”
    

    
      After draining his glass, Rothello left while muttering about a night flight.
    

    
      “My liege, I also have something to do now so...”
    

    
      Derval, who had been listening in silence, bowed and also left.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      And in mere moments, people left one after the other.
    

    
      Only the tactless beastmen were hugging their beer containers while sleeping on the stairs. They were probably drunk after drinking beer for the first time in their lives.
    

    
      “I worried a lot, but now I can rest easy.”
    

    
      The land was bright under the blessing of the moon and stars. The wooden fires burning on Denfors’ castle walls flickered like candlelights.
    

    
      ‘Irene....’
    

    
      After a moment of silence as she looked around into the distance, Irene finally said she could rest easy now.
    

    
      Her voice had changed, turning into a gentle wind pleasant to the ear.
    

    
      “Kyre...”
    

    
      Her silver hair fluttered as she turned towards me.
    

    
      “Yes...”
    

    
      I quietly answered. Somehow the mood called for it.
    

    
      I was curious as to why she chased away the others.
    

    
      “You are more of a playboy than you look.”
    

    
      ".....?"
    

    
      Irene could be called a genius in making fools of people.
    

    
      She grinned at me as she called me a playboy, of all things.
    

    
      ‘This is ridiculous! I don’t even have a girlfriend, so how can I be a playboy?!’
    

    
      It was so unfair.
    

    
      The spot next to me was formally empty, but I was accused of being a Casanova.
    

    
      “Take this.”
    

    
      ".....?"
    

    
      Her usual inscrutable smile on lips, Irene held out something that looked like a letter.
    

    
      “It is the letter of a lady who dearly yearns for a certain Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘Dearly yearns?’
    

    
      I was puzzled, but I took the letter.
    

    
      “It seems you’ve been busy here. After offending the Crown Prince, you kidnapped wyverns of nobles and even brewed resentment that cannot be reversed with the magic towers and a major merchant group... I struggled for a long time to determine whether your actions are brave or stupid. But the moment I saw the Gold Wyverns today, I gave up on my thoughts of giving you advice. I knew there was no need for something like my advice when you said you claimed you had borrowed the Gold Wyverns of the Laviter Empire, the nation that can be said to have the strongest force on the continent. You didn’t hesitate to invite me, a countess of the empire, to a commoner meal or do such a nonsensical thing like choosing me as your flight instructor, and now I know those actions were neither bravery nor courageousness.”
    

    
      Irene spilled out her thoughts as if she had thought long and hard about what she wanted to say.
    

    
      She looked happy.
    

    
      Her tidy teeth shined at me in a smile as she looked at me as if admiring a fascinating thing that suddenly appeared in her boring life. Moonlight glistened on her silver hair, making her look like a playful fairy.
    

    
      “The reckless actions of someone who doesn’t worry about tomorrow... Rather than worrying about the future that is to come, you are someone who doggedly does their very best to take care of the matters of today. That is the judgement I made after much thought. How is it, I’m correct, right?”
    

    
      She wasn’t wrong. Anxious people would worry that the earth would end the next day or that the sky would crumble and fall on them.
    

    
      However, I was different.
    

    
      If I was hungry, I would eat, and if I wanted to play, I would play to my heart’s content; I was a person who loved the present.
    

    
      That’s how I wanted to live, and that’s how I was living now.
    

    
      Something like “tomorrow” was merely an impurity of the imagination, more futile and worthless than my dreams at night. 
    

    
      “We will leave at the break of dawn tomorrow. Think long and hard and make your decision.”
    

    
      A wise person needs but a few words to make a point.
    

    
      Irene told me to make a decision before tomorrow morning, implying that I should follow her if I needed the power of the Bajran Empire’s name.
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      I gave her a slight nod, gratefully accepting the goodwill Irene was showing me. 
    

    
      “I think this place will become a truly lovely place to live. With a lord like you, Kyre, you will make a territory that cannot be found anywhere else on the continent. A place where the free winds can rest for a moment before going on their way...”
    

    
      The sky and the winds that true Skyknights loved...
    

    
      Irene spoke like a prophet.
    

    
      A place that could infatuate the sky’s winds, something more fleeting and fickle than the hearts of people, if only briefly... It seemed Irene could feel the dream that I yearned for as well.
    

    
      Shaaaaaa. 
    

    
      The cool evening wind blew into the watchtower from the sea, kicking up Irene’s silver hair in a silent dance.
    

    
      And along with the wind came her unique fragrance.
    

    
      I filled my lungs with it and closed my eyes.
    

    
      Right now, right here, I was simply happy.
    

    
      

    

    
      
        
          [TN: Adaron was a courtesy last name granted to Kyre because he didn't have a last name. Now that he is the provisional Lord of Nerman, his last name is Nerman.]
        
      
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 75: Leaving Home
      
    

    
      

    

    
      After returning to the office, I took out the letter under the flickering, silent light of the magic lamp. As soon as I opened the gilded envelope, I was met by a certain name.
    

    
      “I-Igis....”
    

    
      The letter, which started with “Dear Sir Kyre,” was clearly signed at the very end with “Igis von Bajran.”
    

    
      I hurriedly read the letter.
    

    
      “Dear Sir Kyre, I quickly wrote a few lines after hearing that you’d be coming to the celebration party for my Imperial Father...”
    

    
      And thus began a completely unexpected letter from Princess Igis.
    

    
      She wrote that everytime she thought about the day she flew with me on Bebeto, she would yearn and be unable to fall asleep. The letter was suffused with the dear wish of a girl waiting with her fingers crossed for such a day to come again one day. 
    

    
      “...I will be waiting. For the day we can meet again...”
    

    
      The brief letter ended with “Igis von Bajran.”
    

    
      “Haah...”
    

    
      This was a bit of a headache.
    

    
      I still hadn’t decided whether to attend the emperor’s birthday banquet or not. The Crown Prince and other jerkwad nobles would definitely be waiting for me to fall into their trap.
    

    
      “What a pain.”
    

    
      However, at the same time, I needed to see the emperor once. Nerman still needed the weight behind the name of Bajran. I was a felon who impulsively pocketed the Laviter Empire’s Gold Wyverns and locked the Imperial Prince into a cave. When those crimes were discovered, the Laviter bastards would no doubt come attacking in full force.
    

    
      As such, I needed time. A short, painful period where Laviter would pause for a moment because of Bajran even after finding out.
    

    
      “Even if they don’t find the Imperial Prince, if they find out that there are Gold Wyverns here, they will suspect me.”
    

    
      I entrusted the life or death of Prince Alskane, the kind fellow who gave me wyverns, to the heavens. I could have just dug a pit and buried them all alive, but my heart wasn’t black enough yet to kill the Laviter prince and Imperial Knights who hadn’t done anything personally to me.
    

    
      Of course, I had already committed murder. But that was mostly just when I needed to protect my precious Nerman soldiers and residents.
    

    
      “We should have at least fifteen days. The key is how fast they discover the Prince, and they’ll also need some time to figure out why there are Gold Wyverns in Nerman.”
    

    
      I had been wearing my helmet, so they shouldn’t have been able to see my black hair. However, they would definitely not be mystified for long. Countless people had already noticed the Gold Wyverns. There was no way the empire wouldn’t find out.
    

    
      “The emperor’s birthday party, huh... Maybe I should just take the chance to pay my respects properly for once.”
    

    
      I thought about the courtesy towards the emperor that Rothello had mentioned. The few people in the large Bajran Empire who received the personal invitation of the emperor were required to bring something valuable as a present.
    

    
      “No sleep tonight either, I guess.”
    

    
      I took my helmet and went outside.
    

    
      The most valuable things in my possession right now were goods from the dwarves and elves. Between those two, I picked the elves.
    

    
      ‘Narmias....’
    

    
      As soon as I thought of the Elven Village, a certain elven woman naturally appeared in my thoughts, along with the sad gaze she had sent my way.
    

    
      “Sigh....”
    

    
      I let out a long sigh.
    

    
      A long sigh with a meaning even I could not understand....
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘To think that grimoires can make leeches fall off... What a relief.’
    

    
      The moment I tried to leave the office, the beastmen who had woken up at some point were lying in wait outside. I wasn’t even their mom, but the beastmen seemed to think that they would die if they parted from me.
    

    
      So what did I do? I gave the beastmen a few 5th Circle magic formulas, specifically Master Bumdalf’s formulas. They wouldn’t be able to comprehend it if they weren’t Master’s disciples.
    

    
      After receiving that, the beastmen tossed me to the side. Well, to be more precise, they just forgot about me in their hurry to understand the magic formulas.
    

    
      ‘As expected, night flights are the best.’
    

    
      Swoooooooooosh. 
    

    
      Sweltering heat had followed the short rainy season. You couldn’t quite call it a heat wave, but the salty wind from the sea mixed with the heat of the sun and harassed Nerman.
    

    
      However, the heat couldn’t touch one place, the sky. Wind currents swept past Bebeto’s wings. I couldn’t feel the temperature thanks to my airplate, but just looking made me feel plenty refreshed.
    

    
      ‘I need the help of the elves.’
    

    
      Because Aramis was able to treat the disease of the elves, my intimacy level had gone up a ton with them, but achieving overall harmony with the elves was difficult. The elves had lived in seclusion away from humans for over a thousand years. Moreover, these beings who lived long for hundreds of years were likely still holding onto a hurt pride from the humiliating race war between their predecessors and the humans.
    

    
      ‘With the summoning ability and magic of the elves, Nerman’s safety can be instantly secured.’
    

    
      What Nerman needed right now was high-class manpower like summoners and mages. In that regard, no one on the continent was more fitting for the job than the elves. 
    

    
      Bebeto and I passed through the illusion magic circle arrayed above the skies of the Elven Village with a slight hum.
    

    
      ‘No matter when I see it, it’s fascinating.’
    

    
      8th Circle magic was still far, far away for me. I was awed anew by the scene of the Elven Vilalge that unfolded before my eyes after going through the illusion magic circle.
    

    
      ‘Is everyone sleeping?’
    

    
      It was late, and I had come without notice. The Elven Village, which had only ever been visited by Master Bumdalf, I, and Aramis, was deeply embraced in the tranquility of midnight.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      I directed Bebeto to carefully land in the clearing of the Elven Village.
    

    
      
        Zing!
      
    

    
      At that moment, I perceived a few gazes.
    

    
      ‘So the elven warriors were awake.’
    

    
      The sharp energy of the elven warriors I’d met before confirmed my identity. However, the sting of their eyes only lasted for a moment; before long, the knifelike energy of the elven warriors disappeared into the night like an illusion.
    

    
      “Damn.”
    

    
      Even the elven warriors were ignoring me. All I could do was look around in vain like a third wheel.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      But after a short while, I spotted someone hastily running over from the direction of the village, an elf coming towards me so fast she was almost flying.
    

    
      ‘Narmias!’
    

    
      It was her.
    

    
      As if she had always been waiting for me, the one and only elf to greet me was Narmias.
    

    
      “Y-You have come.”
    

    
      She had run over so fast that she was barefoot, the wooden shoes worn by the elves nowhere to be seen. Smiling happily, she even forgot the customary greeting of the elves in her haste.
    

    
      “May green serenity be with thee... I hope you were well,” I said.
    

    
      “Yes... It has been a while.”
    

    
      During the monster subjugation and the rainy season, I hadn’t visited the Elven Village. Even though that might seem like a long time, for the long-lived elves, it might feel like just one or two days in human terms. But Narmias had a joyful expression on her face as she said it had been a while.
    

    
      ‘Hng.’
    

    
      My chest suddenly felt stuffy. I really couldn’t figure out why this elf would make this kind of expression towards me. I wasn’t a fool, and the elves were honest folk who could not lie.
    

    
      ‘Does she like me?’
    

    
      If a legendary elf really liked me, I would welcome that with open arms, but Countess Irene’s words were lodged firmly in my head.
    

    
      “You’re more of a playboy than you look,” is what she had said...
    

    
      It didn’t make me happy to acknowledge it, but it seemed I had somehow become a playboy...
    

    
      “Are you unhurt? You look tired, shall I cast Heal magic at least? Have you eaten?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Narmias peppered me with questions in the wake of my silence.
    

    
      It was so confusing. In all the Kallian common knowledge I’d acquired, I had never read or heard of elves showing this much interest in a human.
    

    
      “I-I am okay.”
    

    
      “I see...”
      

    

    
      At my stuttering reassurance, she beamed in relief. Her hair was silver, like Irene, but Narmias’ hair was half-mixed with blue and gave her a mystical aura under the moonlight.
    

    
      “But for what reason did you come this late at night...?”
    

    
      “Haha, I came because I suddenly wished to see you, Lady Narmias.”
    

    
      “I-Is that really true?!!”
    

    
      ‘Oh my god, wtf am I saying?!!”
    

    
      Somehow, a pick-up line popped out of my mouth.
    

    
      ‘Am I really a Casanova?? Really?’
    

    
      I met Narmias’ overly happy face with a feeble smile.
    

    
      “It seems you have become even more beautiful in the few days we have not seen each other. Your skin seems to have become finer...”
    

    
      ‘Eurgh! Wrong, wrong, wrong!’
    

    
      My mouth continued to spew pick-up lines.
    

    
      I was unable to snap out of it. There was definitely someone else lurking inside me. Otherwise, how else could these cheesy lines come right out of me like a string of sausages?
    

    
      “L-Lord Kyre has also become more handsome. More than anyone else in the world...”
    

    
      Narmias gazed at me with hazy eyes.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The mood had suddenly turned strange.
    

    
      It felt like this elven lady would jump right into my embrace with an affectionate cry if I just reached out. It was a moment of temptation difficult to resist for a young lad in the prime of his stormy youth.
    

    
      “What’s going on this late at night?”
    

    
      ‘Elder Parciano.’
    

    
      The 8th Circle mage Parciano appeared without a sound. Just like how people said there was no sleep for old men, he showed up in front of me. I felt a bit more vexation than happiness to see him.
    

    
      “I hope you have been well these last few days,” I said, greeting the elder with a bow of my head.
    

    
      “I have been fine. Though it was problematic that the monsters outside kept on yapping for a while.”
    

    
      Because of the monster subjugation, a large number of monsters had fled into the mountains. That’s why it must have been noisy in the mountains for a time.
    

    
      “I apologize if it caused a disturbance.”
    

    
      “It’s fine, there was no damage done to us. That aside, why are you here so late at night?”
    

    
      Any set of eyes would tell you the elder looked barely 40. However, the elf was a 400-year-old mountain ginseng. Under his characteristic detached gaze, I began to speak.
    

    
      “Please give me one suit of elven-made mithril armor.”
    

    
      “Mithril armor?”
    

    
      “Yes. I must soon go to see the emperor, but I have no adequate present to give, so I came to ask for a favor.”
    

    
      

    

    
      It might be annoying, but it wasn’t a difficult request. They had a mithril mine next to them, the excellent magic ability, and even a helluva lot of time on their hands. 
    

    
      After thinking for a bit, Elder Parciano responded. “Well, it isn’t difficult, so why not. However, is that the only reason why you came?”
    

    
      ‘What was this dude expecting to hear?’
    

    
      He spoke quietly while looking at me and Narmias.
    

    
      “Haha, that can’t possibly be the only reason. I also wanted to see the Elder and Lady Narmias here.”
    

    
      “You are a skillful liar, I see. That might be true for Narmias, but surely you did come to see an old bear like me. Even I wouldn’t want that.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      It seemed the pure elves realized the ways of the world after their many years of life. Parciano cut down my lie with precision.
    

    
      “Ha, haha...”
    

    
      I gave an awkward laugh.
    

    
      “Narmias.”
    

    
      “Yes, Elder.”
    

    
      “Go get a mithril armor to give to Kyre.”
    

    
      “Understood, sir,” said Narmias, bowing at the elder’s command.
    

    
      Then, she ran into the village with nimble steps.
    

    
      “Young man, are you aware of the kind of romance elves experience?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “From the moment elves are born, we adapt to nature and coexist with it all throughout our lives, living under nature’s protection until the day we die. At most, elves live 500 years, and even a short lifespan is still 400 years long.”
    

    
      Parciano began talking about the elves. SInce it was valuable information unobtainable anywhere else in the world, I craned my ears and paid close attention.
    

    
      “One might say that elves have less passion compared to humans, but even for us elves, there is such a thing as love. It may not be hot, but we love with intense sincerity, and unlike humans, for whom parting comes quickly, once we choose a person, we look only at that person for the rest of our lives—such is the noble and pure love of the elves.”
    

    
      ‘Wow! That’s a picture-perfect good wife and wise mother.’
    

    
      There were probably people who loved like the elves did on 21st century Earth as well. But most humans hurt and tormented each other too much to sincerely love and treasure someone for their entire lives.
    

    
      I was still young, so I didn’t know much, but I had grown up seeing and hearing the universal love of modern people through mass media. A world where you cannot live if you don’t love someone, that was the kind of love for 21st century people. Thirsty for love, humans would rather buy an instant drink on the street—fleeting, but instantly gratifying—rather than dig a well for life, falling quickly in love and parting even faster.
    

    
      Unfortunately, I hadn’t yet met anyone who loved like the elves did. Even my parents, who were rumored to be real lovebirds, waged intense couple fights occasionally, and I had heard quite a lot of hurtful things during those fights.
    

    
      ‘I’m jealous.’
    

    
      I was simply jealous.
    

    
      A few of my friends appeared to be “in love” as well. But I absolutely didn’t envy them. Whenever my friends were apart from their girlfriends for just a moment, rather than wanting to see them and thinking of good memories, my friends would be suspicious of their girlfriends, wondering if they were seeing someone else. Looking at them made me understand why there were people who would live by the creed of “solo life is heaven, couple life is hell.”
    

    
      “Open your heart. Then, you will see.”
    

    
      Elder Parciano spoke cryptically, like some kind of Buddhist high priest.
    

    
      A short moment of silence ensued, and then Narmias, who had definitely run there and back, came dashing over with an unflagging smile like an evening primrose. In her hands was a suit of  mithril armor.
    

    
      Her expression was full of happiness that came from who knows where.
    

    
      ‘Sigh...’
    

    
      There was no need to open my heart and see or whatever.
    

    
      For whatever reason, Narmias was showing intense sincerity towards me.
    

    
      I was extremely worried that I would hurt her pure heart. I was a human driven by passion, but she was an elf who would live their whole lives with only one person in their heart...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “In my absence, I shall entrust the position of Deputy Lord to Derval. I trust you can handle it?”
    

    
      “My liege, do not worry and have a good trip!”
    

    
      In the Nerman Plains, the hot days had come in full force. At noon, the wind blowing in from the sea would enhance the sting of the sun’s rays. Fortunately, there wasn’t much humidity, so it didn’t feel muggy, but summer was still summer.
    

    
      However, thanks to temperature control magic that worked like an air conditioner, the office was pleasantly cool. I was having a quiet meeting with Derval and the others.
    

    
      “Hasifor.”
    

    
      “Speak, Master.”
    

    
      He had definitely stayed up all night after getting the magic formulas, but the boss of the beastmen, Hasifor, didn’t look tired at all.
    

    
      “If there are any disobedient wyverns, beat them up one inch from death.”
    

    
      “Got it. Don’t worry about that.”
    

    
      Hasifor gave me a vigorous nod. He would probably be very useful in the future.
    

    
      “Derval, pay close attention to protecting Aramis. Be sure to keep a close guard around her at all times with good knights.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      I might be nagging a bit too much like an old person, but it was true that I was worried. The territory was not perfectly secured, and there were even more enemies now. I couldn’t help but worry about leaving for a moment at a time like this.
    

    
      ‘Nothing will happen, right?’
    

    
      The emperor’s birthday banquet would take between 15 and 20 days at most. I suppressed my worries and thought about the matters ahead.
    

    
      “Sir Janice, Sir Ryker, and Sir Cedrian. I leave things to you.”
    

    
      “Please go without worries, my liege!”
    

    
      “My lord, how about reconsidering? If something happens in the capital, it would be helpful to have a skilled person like me around. Please take me with you! I will guard you with my life on the line!”
    

    
      ‘You persistent fool!’
    

    
      All of my important knights had gathered early in the morning. Unlike Janice and Cedrian, who answered with energetic affirmatives, Ryker clung to me while begging for me to take him along.
    

    
      But his black heart was in clear view. His goal wasn’t to guard me—he was definitely aiming for the many noble ladies he would be able to meet in the capital.
    

    
      That’s why I absolutely couldn’t take him. With his head full of women and drink, he would bring disgrace to me with a whole truckload of lecherous mistakes in the two weeks in the capital. 
    

    
      “Sir Ryker, if you truly wish to come, then come.”
    

    
      “R-Really?!!” cried Ryker in disbelief.
    

    
      “But you have to come on horseback.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      His happy expression stiffened as it slowly wilted in disappointment. I had to stomp him down like this once in a while to keep him quiet.
    

    
      ‘Just wait a bit. I’ll make it so that the continent’s beauties will come rolling into Nerman one day.’
    

    
      I would make a place no inferior to the empire’s capital city, a territory of fantasy that everyone on the continent would envy.
    

    
      “I trust you all.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      The knights saluted with determined voices.
    

    
      ‘Guess it’s time to set off.’
    

    
      Outside, Irene and the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard would be waiting.
    

    
      I walked towards the open office door, wondering for a moment what fate would be awaiting me in the capital.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Bebeto! Fly!”
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      As soon as I gave the command, Bebeto, who had been bored to death of waiting, flapped his wings with a great roar.
    

    
      I felt my body lifting into the air.
    

    
      Swooosh swoosh swoooosh. 
    

    
      Booooong! Boooong! 
    

    
      The soldiers blew horns to see me off.
    

    
      ‘I hope nothing happens....’
    

    
      Worries surged in me like a parent leaving their children behind.
    

    
      ‘Aramis, be well.’
    

    
      Aramis was waving her hand at me from below.
    

    
      Whoooosh. 
    

    
      After flying a circle around the covert, I set course for the capital of the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      Swoooooosh. 
    

    
      Three Black Wyverns followed behind me.
    

    
      After the worries came a feeling of sadness, that strange feeling you get when leaving home.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I had become attached to Nerman.
    

    
      There could be no other home for me.
    

    
      A place that you are strongly attached to...
    

    
      That was my idea of home.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 76: A Night in which the Moon and Stars Whisper
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “How have you still not found His Highness?! What are you doing?! Use more men! We must find the Prince, even if the Kovilan Mountains are to be turned upside down! Contact every territory connected to the mountains right now! Find him, find His Highness the Imperial Prince! Dispatch men RIGHT THIS INSTANT!!!”
    

    
      Though he was nearly 70 years old, It would be easy to assume that the 190 cm tall man with broad shoulders, eyes as large as a cow’s, and a big head was a knight in his prime.
    

    
      Moreover, he possessed swordsmanship at the Master level as well as the position of the empress’ father, making him a man who could wield power no less than that of the emperor in the Laviter Empire.
    

    
      Right now, Duke Yanovis’ face was dyed bright red.
    

    
      The cause was the disappearance of the Second Prince, Alskane.
    

    
      All contact with the most beloved son of the current emperor, Emperor Hadveria, had been lost after leaving the territory yesterday. Alskane disappeared, leaving word that he was going to clear out black mages with the Imperial Skyknights guarding him and the territory’s Skyknights while he was out in the territory.
    

    
      When Duke Yanovis found out, he felt like the sky was crumbling down and his heart would stop.
    

    
      If something happened to the Prince, all the power and renown he had accumulated until now would dissipate like soap bubbles.
    

    
      “Quickly send word to the Imperial Family! No, inform the Gauss Magic Tower as well! Call upon all of the Skyknights and soldiers we can mobilize! I will personally go out and find His Highness!”
    

    
      An agonizing, heart-wrenching night had passed, but Prince Alskane seemed to have no intent to return. The duke could no longer sit around, so he personally took action. 
    

    
      Swoosh swoosh swoosh.  
    

    
      Thud thud thud thud thud. 
    

    
      The hundred or so wyverns in the territory were rising to the air one after another, and knights on horseback galloped towards the Kovilan Mountains.
    

    
      ‘If there is someone who harmed His Highness the Prince... I will chase him to the ends of the world and skewer his heart!’
    

    
      Flames of rage burned red-hot within him.
    

    
      Grinding his teeth, Duke Yanovis got onto his wyvern.
    

    
      He then flew his wyvern vigorously into the Kovilan Mountains, praying desperately that the prince was safe.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “It is the Saintess!”
    

    
      “Ohhh!”
    

    
      After the lord’s departure, Denfors enjoyed a peaceful morning like usual. Protected by four guard knights along with Aramis, who was called a saintess in Nerman, appeared among the people.
    

    
      “May you grant us blessings!”
    

    
      The people kneeled upon seeing her and bowed their heads.
    

    
      “May peace be upon thee in the name of Holy Neran...”
    

    
      Aramis went to each and every citizen and granted them a holy blessing. She didn’t pass a single person and gave them her sincere blessing. The people wept as they thanked the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, with all their hearts.
    

    
      Swish. 
    

    
      Within a dark shadow cast by one of the buildings Aramis and the knights were passing on their way to the people, some people were watching the saintess and the knights.
    

    
      Then, at some point, those people disappeared like phantoms, their movements so covert that even the guard knights with their eyes wide open could not detect them.
    

    
      Just like a wildcat watching its prey....
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      An exclamation burst out of me as I gazed down at the enormous shoulders of the Rual Mountains, which I was only now seeing again for the first time in nearly half a year.
    

    
      It felt different this time. Before crossing over these mountains, I was a pathetic Skyknight chased off to Nerman, but before I knew it, I became the lord ruling over the huge land of Nerman.
    

    
      A lot had happened in a short amount of time.
    

    
      ‘It’s hot.’
    

    
      The burning heat that couldn’t cross over the Rual Mountains was trapped in the Bajran Empire. As soon as we passed through the mountains, I could instantly feel that the land had been an oven for quite some time.
    

    
      ‘What a boring flight.’
    

    
      We had departed at the break of dawn, but it was already nearly dusk. We took a short break at the lake where Derval and I had rested before, but other than that, we flew nonstop.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Even Bebeto, with his stamina of steel, was dead tired.
    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      Countess Irene, who had been quietly following us, took the lead. Then she gave me a command to follow with a gesture of her hand.
    

    
      ‘Are we gonna rest?’
    

    
      Unlike me, Countess Irene and the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard were welcome everywhere. It seemed that she intended to stay at one of the noble villas.
    

    
      From here onwards, it was land actually ruled by the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      Since I was the esteemed guest of Imperial Knights relaying an imperial mandate, no matter what kind of noble they were, they would have to treat me with the highest respect.
    

    
      ‘But this place is....’
    

    
      The place we arrived at had an ill-fated relationship with me. Unaware of that, Irene flew onwards into that direction.
    

    
      ‘I’m someone following an imperial mandate, so they won’t bother me, right?’ 
    

    
      I calmly made up my mind.
    

    
      I was now an important guest who possessed a great territory far bigger than a territory like this.
    

    
      I followed Irene with my characteristic courage.
    

    
      If need be, all I had to do was to rip them a new one.
    

    
      This world would move as I commanded.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Everyone was stiff.
    

    
      We arrived at a certain nobleman’s mansion just as the darkness began to creep in.
    

    
      As soon as we landed at the mansion hangar, where a golden knight spear was proudly flapping on a flag, everyone’s expressions stiffened.
    

    
      The expressions of the crewmates, servants, soldiers, and knights who had begun to move upon seeing the Black Wyverns all became enraged after seeing Bebeto and I. They were all glaring at Bebeto’s golden stripes.
    

    
      “W-Welcome, Countess Irene.”
    

    
      “Lord Coltrian, I fear we have come to stay the night here again.”
    

    
      “It is no trouble at all. You are welcome any time.”
    

    
      Irene hopped down from her wyvern and chatted with a territory Skyknight, who quickly returned to his senses.
    

    
      Even as Irene spoke, the next master of the territory, Coltrian, did not miss the opportunity to glare at me, Hostility blazing in his eyes.
    

    
      ‘So I was right.’
    

    
      I was sure of it now—this was the territory housing the foolish Skyknights who were beaten up by me and were robbed of their wyvern armor and spears. Otherwise, they wouldn’t look at Bebeto and I with this much obvious hostility.
    

    
      ‘Recovering three sets of wyvern armor and airplates as well as several dozen spears would take several years of territory funds. Huhu.’
    

    
      “Which territory is this?” I asked Irene cooly after getting off Bebeto.
    

    
      “It is Atman County.”
    

    
      “It seems like a peaceful territory with a great view.”
    

    
      I uttered some praise while absentmindedly listening to Irene’s words.
    

    
      “Let us go inside. My father has prepared an evening feast,” said Coltrain.
    

    
      I had definitely passed this place back when going to Nerman.
    

    
      Clearly suppressing his rage, one of the knights gestured at me to go inside.
    

    
      “Oh! Good timing, I was getting hungry,” I drawled with exaggeration.
    

    
      ‘You mad bro? You shitty bastards.’
    

    
      These guys tried to kill me, an innocent person, before. This much was nothing. I even considered coming over one day after Nerman was stabilized and stripping them down for real.
    

    
      ‘The wyverns are also sturdy, that’s perfect.’
    

    
      My eyes naturally moved to the wyverns in front of the hangar. They all looked like lumps of money to me.
    

    
      “Let us go inside quickly. I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.”
    

    
      Sir Rothello, who lived just as unrestrained as I did, rubbed his belly with a very un-noble-like gesture as he took the lead.
    

    
      In that manner, Countess Irene and the knights walked forward into the mansion.
    

    
      ‘You jerks, if looks could kill...’
    

    
      I followed them, feeling the sting of bloodthirst on my back.
    

    
      I had the feeling that something fun would happen tonight.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Geh...”
    

    
      Before me was the feast of a noble house, something I’d only heard of.
    

    
      The feast prepared for Imperial Skyknights acting under an imperial mandate did not disappoint. A full-course meal that took a whopping two hours to prepare sat in front of me.
    

    
      It made me really happy. The dishes made from all kinds of meat, seafood, and vegetables were phenomenally delicious.
    

    
      ‘I should find myself a formal cook.’
    

    
      It wasn’t like the food made by Lucia’s mom wasn’t tasty, but there was a limit. You only live once, and I wanted to live with excitement and delicious food.
    

    
      ‘Just look at these jerks.’
    

    
      While I was eating, I saw the master of Atman County, whose face was twisted in a grimace. Even the most rigid and disciplined noble would be unable to look at me, the person who looted his possessions worth hundreds of thousands of Gold, with a smiling face. No, if not for Irene, he would probably want to call his knights and soldiers to rip me to shreds.
    

    
      I looked at the scowling Count Atman with a friendly smile as I enjoyed the feast to my heart’s content.
    

    
      Then I went outside. I was fine, but if they dared to do anything to Bebeto, I wouldn’t let them off the hook.
    

    
      ‘I’m not running away. Tsk tsk.’
    

    
      Someone had been assigned to tail me—as soon as I went outside, I could feel gazes following my path. Ignoring them, I leisurely walked towards Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘Hooh, did they mix poison in there or something?’
    

    
      GUOOO! 
    

    
      When I arrived at the mansion’s hangar where Bebeto was resting, I saw a pig laying there belly-up. However, Bebeto didn’t touch the meat and complained angrily to me when I showed up. It seemed the scumbags had meddled with the food.
    

    
      ‘The one the emperor invited was me, not Bebeto, huh.’ These guys were aiming for the fact that everything would be fine as long as I made it to the emperor, even if Bebeto wasn’t there. ‘You underestimated him. You think Bebeto would fall for a petty trick like this?’
    

    
      Bebeto took after me and enjoyed only the finest of all-natural, wholesome foods. He must have sensed something and didn’t eat the meat.
    

    
      “Bebeto, you didn’t eat, hm? Not to your taste? Then shall we go hunting? I can’t sleep anyway,” I said in a voice loud enough for everyone to hear.
    

    
      Guooo! 
    

    
      The hungry Bebeto naturally acquiesced to my suggestion.
    

    
      “Shall we go over to the Rual Mountains? I saw quite a few animals on the way here.” I even told them our direction as I jumped onto Bebeto’s back. “Let’s not go too far. We should be careful, since we could get attacked by wild wyverns on a night like this.”
    

    
      Emphasizing the “wild wyvern” part, I gave Bebeto an unusually friendly explanation.
    

    
      ‘This amount of bait should get them riled up. If they have any pride left, that is.’
    

    
      Whenever wild wyverns appeared now and then, they would apparently hunt livestock and farmers.
    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      Bebeto lifted into the air with ease and flew up.
    

    
      ‘Why play around when you can earn another cent, huhu.’
    

    
      I led Bebeto ever so slowly towards the Rual Mountains, moving at a snail’s pace so that the Skyknights of House Atman could follow us right away.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Crunch crunch cruuuunch. 
    

    
      He must have been hungry, because he polished off two orcs that had crawled out of the mountains in mere moments.
    

    
      ‘Groooss!’
    

    
      I had seen this happen multiple times, but the real-life sound of bones being crushed and flesh being ripped was nauseating. Even though wyverns were raised with much of their violent tendencies subdued through holy water, it was hard to get used to them eating monsters like the top tier predators they were.
    

    
      ‘You slowpokes. You’re finally here.’
    

    
      We had flown at our absolute slowest speed, but the Skyknights appeared after a whole 20 minutes. It seemed that they had struggled to make a decision. After all, one needed more than a little recklessness to do something to someone who was going to the capital due to an imperial mandate.
    

    
      However, it must have been intolerable for uppity bastards treated as top elites to miss an opportunity like this.
    

    
      And as I expected, they took the bait and showed up.
    

    
      ‘Kuku. I’ve become a fishing pro. I can graduate now.’
    

    
      There was a reason why I flew towards the Rual Mountains. It was a quiet place where these bastards could take care of me without a trace, but the opposite was also true.
    

    
      ‘One, two, three.... ten wyverns! Hooh, almost all of them flew over.’
    

    
      During dinner, I had asked the grimacing Count exactly how many wyverns the territory had.
    

    
      ‘Ten out of fifteen. They’re going all out.’
    

    
      “Bebeto, ready for a spin?”
    

    
      Bebeto’s battle instinct was sharper than mine.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Letting out an energetic bellow, he soared into the sky. He knew there were enemies nearby and took up a battle stance.
    

    
      There was a phrase like this among the Skyknight fighting proverbs.
    

    
      The highest flyer is the strongest.
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      Swooooooosh. 
    

    
      From Atman County’s fifteen wyverns, three wyverns had returned to the territory nearly disabled half a year ago. And to make things worse, they had returned as beggars who had lost all their mithril armor and even their airplates.
    

    
      ‘You’re dead!’
    

    
      The territory was a county, but they were located on the very outskirts of the empire and could not develop the territory properly due to all the monsters coming from the mountains. They painstakingly saved up money, made connections in the capital, and were finally able to gather fifteen wyverns.
    

    
      But then, the moment House Atman was about to become middle-class nobes, someone showed up and shattered all their dreams. Not only did the Atmans fail to fulfill Duke Ormere’s command, but their wyvern armor, airplates, and Blessed Spears were also robbed from them by the rookie Skyknight.
    

    
      Lord Coltrian, the heir of Atman County, ground his teeth as he urged his wyvern to chase the wyvern ascending into the sky.
    

    
      Their mortal enemy who had shattered the dreams of House Atman, Kyre.
    

    
      Coltrian could never forgive him.
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      The territory’s wyverns followed Coltrain’s lead, ascending with powerful wingbeats.
    

    
      In the air, a battle to be the first to seize the highest position was already unfolding according to the law of victory for aerial combat.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      While their wyverns rose higher into the air, the Skyknights raised Blessed Spears in their hands, each of them exuding the bloodthirst to finish things with a single volley.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘You funny bozos.’
    

    
      While Bebeto and I were soaring upwards, I felt the prickling bloodthirst on my back. We were outside the effective range, but they were so intensely determined to kill me that their sharp bloodthirst pierced through the air. 
However, they didn’t know that if they didn’t take this moment to back off, they would be opening the gates of hell.
    

    
      I pulled back Bebeto’s reins. Bebeto responded instantly, turning his head and preparing to dive.
    

    
      I silently raised a Blessed Spear.
    

    
      The Atmans were an enemy household that could not happily coexist with me. I cleanly erased the word “mercy” from my head. Offering my throat with a smile like a saint to people wanting to kill me didn’t suit me at all.
    

    
      ‘Have a taste of this, you bastards!’
    

    
      Tonight, the light of the moon and the stars brightened the sky with a blue glow. The mana scope installed in airplate helmets absorbed around three times as much light in order to see opponents at night. Therefore, the enemies wouldn’t be able to see me as clear as day, but at least as clear as dusk.
    

    
      ‘Ever heard of a firework show? Huhu!’
    

    
      SWOOOOOSH. 
    

    
      After changing direction, the distance with the enemies flying over at incredible speed shortened within moments.
    

    
      I poured mana into the Blessed Spear. Like a mana staff used by mages, the mana gathered and wavered at the tip of the spear.
    

    
      “Light Missile!” 
    

    
      I shouted the incantation for a modified 1st Circle Light spell.
    

    
      Flaaaash. 
    

    
      I closed my eyes, but I could feel the incredible flash of light through my eyelids.
    

    
      This was a Light spell cast by someone who had reached the 6th Circle and possessed 7th Circle mana quantity. It was no tiny spark, but a burst of light nearly 10 meters in diameter.
    

    
      Swooooooosh. 
    

    
      The Light Missile of a scale that only I could cast whistled towards the ground like the moon crashing into the earth.
    

    
      The Skyknights keeping their eyes on me and readying their spears were probably blind as bats right now.
    

    
      I opened my eyes and looked at the sky.
    

    
      ‘Wow! Impressive!’
    

    
      The ray of light was so powerful that it extended its influence into the sky and made the moon and stars disappear. 1st Circle magic was cast with 7th Circle mana quantity, so the effect was beyond imagination. After a short moment, the light spell must have gone out, because the sky returned to its original state.
    

    
      ‘Shall we start the harvest now~?’
    

    
      There was an old saying that the #1 way to fight was to achieve victory without spilling a drop of blood.
    

    
      I looked down.
    

    
      BAM! 
    

    
      KWAAAAAK! 
    

    
      KUAAAA! 
    

    
      “Uwaaaah!”
    

    
      “S-Save me!!!!”
    

    
      ‘Uhahahahahaha!’
    

    
      It was absolute chaos.
    

    
      It wasn’t just the Skyknights who were blinded, but their wyverns, too—with better eyesight than most, the wyverns must have been dazed by the light, because they were either crashing into each other midair or spiralling down uncontrollably.
    

    
      “Summon Shuriel!”
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      My good ol’ hunting dog, Shuriel, instantly opened a door from the Spirit Realm and appeared at my command.
    

    
      “Sic ‘em!”
    

    
      Swooosh. 
    

    
      As soon as I commanded it, Shuriel opened its opaque beak wide and raced towards a wyvern.
    

    
      KWAAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      “UWAAAAAHHH!”
    

    
      Then, the pitiful shriek of a wyvern and its Skyknight came shortly afterwards.
    

    
      “Wind Press! Wind Press! Wind Press!” 
    

    
      I punched down the blinded wyverns with weakened 5th Circle wind offensive magic in quick succession.
    

    
      Wooosh! Baaaam! Bam! Bam! 
    

    
      Unable to dodge, the wyverns were forced to land, flapping their wings wildly under the wind pressure of my magic.
    

    
      “Wind Press! Wind Press!”
    

    
      Rather than calling this tag with blind knights, it was more like taking candy from a baby and downing a refreshing cup of gatorade in one shot.
    

    
      “Uwaaaaaaah!”
    

    
      Still unable to recover their eyesight, the knights screamed, gripping their reins for dear life as they crashed with their wyverns.
    

    
      Didn’t someone say that the higher you fell, the more it would hurt?
    

    
      CRAAASH! 
    

    
      The wyverns and knights crashed into the earth with a huge cloud of dust. A wind punch taken while tottering around wasn’t something the wyverns could recover from with a few flaps. They lay collapsed on the ground, shivering like little sparrows.
    

    
      ‘You bastards, you get to have a nice, long rest thanks to me. Kukuku.’
    

    
      They were able to avoid death thanks to resisting by flapping their wings, but the wyverns had definitely dislocated or broken their ribs and other bones. Even if they were treated with expensive holy water, they would probably have to lay around like corpses for at least a month.
    

    
      ‘I feel sorry for you, but this is something you guys started.’
    

    
      The wyverns had landed in various places on the grasslands leading to the Rual Mountains. I directed Bebeto to land next to one pair. 
    

    
      “Euuughh...”
    

    
      Kwak, kwaaak. 
    

    
      The injured wyvern and Skyknight gasped weakly.
    

    
      I jumped onto the wyvern, unclasped the knight’s safety ring, and dragged the knight to the ground.
    

    
      Click, click. 
    

    
      Then, I stripped his airplate.
    

    
      “Heal!”
    

    
      ‘I’ll take this in exchange for your life.’
    

    
      I didn’t want to go as far as murder just to nab some free stuff, so I cast Heal on the knight.
    

    
      “Sleep!”
    

    
      Then, I was even nice enough to cast Sleep on the knight, who was grimacing in pain. After a nice, deep rest, he would feel ‘refreshed’, as if he had just survived a big battle.
    

    
      ‘I think I’m too nice.’
    

    
      Who else would grant such kindness to an enemy? I was a frickin’ saint.
    

    
      “Bebeto, 
    

    
      Guoooo! 
    

    
      I gave a command to Bebeto, who blankly stared at me—his fighting steam must have been drained out of him.
    

    
      “Or wait a sec, Shuriel! Can you come over here and lift this guy?”
    

    
      Since I was gonna be an accursed bandit, I might as well become a mighty bandit whose name would ring throughout the land. I diligently stripped the grounded wyvern of its mithril armor as well.
    

    
      “As expected, physical labor is tiresome. I’m already sweating.”
    

    
      Once I finished removing the wyvern’s armor, my forehead beaded with cool drops of sweat.
    

    
      Derval and the other Nerman knights were probably unaware.
    

    
      That their lord was working himself day and night for Nerman’s sake.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘T-THAT DEVIL!!!!!!’
    

    
      Lord Coltrian, the next master of Atman County, ground his teeth at the sight that greeted him when he recovered his wits from shock.
    

    
      How could anyone wearing human skin be so shameless?
    

    
      They had flown far apart from each other in preparation for a magic attack, but a Light attack Coltrian had never heard of nor seen before turned them all into idiots in an instant.
    

    
      Even an upper circle mage couldn’t cast offensive magic outside of the 2 km Blessed Spear attack range. 
    

    
      However, the bastard was most certainly a demon pledging loyalty to the devil himself.
    

    
      He cast an utterly brute force Light spell on Coltrian and the knights that had followed him high into the sky. A burst of light as bright as ten exploding suns blinded them all, including the wyverns. The wyverns were flying dizzily, unable to recover their balance, when terrifying wind pressure came crashing down on them. The wyverns tried to resist, but the spell wasn’t something that could be overcome by dizzy, blind wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Eurgh....’
    

    
      The impact of the landing was gruesome to remember. Coltrian could still clearly recall the sound and feeling of his wyvern’s legs being crushed and the wyvern armor folding in as the ribs were shattered. Thanks to his wyvern’s sacrifice, Coltrian avoided a fatal injury, but it would have been better if he had fainted. At least then, he wouldn’t have to watch the devilspawn cruelly stripping the unconscious knights and wyverns of their airplates and wyvern armor. After quickly dealing with eight wyvern-Skyknight pairs, the devilspawn was approaching him.
    

    
      ‘I’ll kill you!’
    

    
      A few of his ribs hurt and one of his legs didn’t move as he wanted, but he could freely move both arms and use mana.
    

    
      Holding a single Blessed Spear, Coltrian waited for the bastard to get closer.
    

    
      A Blessed Spear fully charged with mana hurled in close quarters possessed destructive force that a regular mana-charged spear couldn’t compare to. 
    

    
      And the bastard came closer.
    

    
      ‘A little closer! Closer!’
    

    
      Closing his eyes, Coltrian raised his senses to the max.
    

    
      “Heyo~ Bebeto~”
    

    
      But then, the bastard stopped approaching and suddenly called his wyvern.
    

    
      Flap flap. 
    

    
      Coltrian heard Kyre’s wyvern flying over.
    

    
      “Flip him! Shit, I’m so busy I could cry, but this guy is lying on his wings!”
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      Coltrian was startled by the bastard’s sudden words and flashed open his eyes.
    

    
      Crunch. 
    

    
      At that moment, he felt the enormous strength of steel claws lifting Coltrian’s wyvern.
    

    
      “Uwaaah!”
    

    
      Caught off-guard by the unexpected scenario, Coltrian screamed, feeling his body be shaken upside down the next moment. 
    

    
      And then, he saw the devil’s face.
    

    
      '.....'
    

    
      The bastard knew.
    

    
      Because Coltrian hadn’t yet unclasped the safety ring, he instinctively grabbed the reins and saw right then and there.
    

    
      On the devil’s lips was a dirty, cold smile.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Thump! 
    

    
      ‘Jerk, just who do you think you’re looking down on.’
    

    
      No matter how busy I was, I wouldn’t miss the bloodthirst coming my way.
    

    
      ‘He shouldn’t be dead, right?’
    

    
      Bebeto flipped the wyvern and attached Skyknight upside down before “lightly” throwing them back down. I couldn’t see the dude anymore—he was under the wyvern’s enormous body.
    

    
      ‘Well, if he dies, then that’s just his luck.’
    

    
      It was a pain, so I finished the collection effort with this.
    

    
      The battlefield was cleanly sorted out, and the even sounds of the Skyknights breathing and the wyverns’ moans could be heard in surround sound.
    

    
      ‘Guess it’s about time to go back.’
    

    
      It was like that one ad in Korea that said “Those who work hard should rest to their heart’s content.” I could feel the fatigue creeping in.
    

    
      ‘I should bury these and come back for them on the way back.’
    

    
      The stripped wyvern armor, airplates, and Blessed Spears lying around made up an incredible fortune that even a duke of an empire would find difficult to procure in a year.
    

    
      “Unngh!”
    

    
      I enjoyed a long stretch.
    

    
      It was late at night.
    

    
      The moon and stars were whispering.
    

    
      They were telling me that I worked hard today as well....
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 77: Arriving at the Imperial Palace
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Is this the place?”
    

    
      “Saintess, you don’t have to do this...”
    

    
      “It is alright. Treating the sick is something I should be doing.”
    

    
      “Thank you, thank you. If only my brat of a son hadn’t caught an infectious disease....”
    

    
      It was late at night. Her body and face covered with a traveler's robe, Aramis followed an old woman along the streets of the shantytown, housing Denfors’ lowest class residents.
    

    
      “But who is—”
    

    
      Aramis was treated as a saintess in Nerman.
    

    
      Under the airtight security of the knights, she couldn’t carelessly come out like this. However, when an old woman came to the temporary temple saying that her son was dying from an infectious disease, Aramis snuck out of the covert around dawn. The knights wouldn’t let her go out if they knew it was an infectious disease, so Aramis made a promise with the old woman and left without telling anyone.
    

    
      Creaaaak. Bam. 
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The door suddenly closed on her.
    

    
      “Who—”
    

    
      But the old woman was gone. Whirling in surprise, Aramis saw several figures. The door was closed, so she couldn’t see their faces, just their silhouettes.
    

    
      “Mmf!”
    

    
      The next instant, one man rushed in like the wind and blocked Aramis’ mouth with a rag. After breathing in whatever was soaked in the rag, Aramis’ body went limp in a deep sleep.
    

    
      “We move at once. We have to leave Nerman before that bastard of a lord returns.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The men shrouded in darkness quickly stuffed Aramis into a sack.
    

    
      Then, they disappeared outside as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      And thus, exactly a week after the departure of Lord Kyre, Nerman’s Saintess, Aramis, disappeared. This happened exactly a week after the departure of Lord Kyre.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘I can’t go to Kirphone like this.’
    

    
      A week had passed since leaving Nerman.
    

    
      The rest of the trip was uneventful. I enjoyed the trip and we reached the imperial capital. In the other territories, we didn’t receive any more of the “warm” hospitality Bebeto and I received at Atman County, and every territory gave me proper noble treatment.
    

    
      However, I didn’t have a single shred of desire to land like this in Kirphone Covert. I wasn’t a fool who would offer up my wyvern with both hands to the hungry lions itching to kill him.
    

    
      ‘I have to leave Bebeto at a place where we can escape right away in case of danger.’
    

    
      Even I would find it difficult to leave the empire without Bebeto. 
    

    
      In short, this place was somewhere that could offer both heaven and hell, a land where the emperor’s word was law.
    

    
      It was the Bajran Empire’s capital city.
    

    
      Unaware of my feelings, the three wyverns flew quite a distance ahead of us. I silently pulled the reins and changed directions. We had quietly followed the last few days, so the people ahead didn’t notice as I led Bebeto towards the capital city visible far in the distance.
    

    
      ‘Sis Irene, I’m sorry.’
    

    
      I could have also told Irene ahead of time, but Viscount Betress who was always by her side would definitely stop me.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      ‘Since I’m already going into the tiger’s den, I might as well personally negotiate with a real tiger.’
    

    
      From what I heard, the emperor was on his sickbed. There was no reason for such a sick emperor to invite me, the temporary lord of a territory the empire had discarded, to his birthday party.
    

    
      There was definitely some other scheme afoot. I didn’t know much about the imperial family and the nobles, but I did know something for sure—that one should never, ever trust royalty and nobles, those lamentable human beings.
    

    
      ‘And I have that. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Safe in my pocket was a certain emergency card.
    

    
      Normally, any wyverns flying into the capital would be shot down, but an imperial family flag made with golden thread representing a noble operating under an imperial mandate was flying from Bebeto’s body.
    

    
      It was something I had temporarily borrowed from Irene.
    

    
      In that fashion, I said bye bye to the clueless Irene and flew directly towards the capital.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Thump! 
    

    
      ‘It hasn’t even been very long, but why does it feel so unfamiliar?’
    

    
      Under my guidance, Bebeto leisurely flew into the capital and landed at the hangar in the Bajran Empire’s inner castle made for the exclusive use of the imperial family’s wyverns. Before we landed, I saw the Imperial Knight Academy and the inner castle from above. As was becoming for an empire ruling over the continent, the landscaping and architecture with outstanding artistic value felt unfamiliar to the eye.
    

    
      ‘How cool...’
    

    
      This was my very first time coming into the imperial family’s inner castle.
    

    
      Even the hangar was incredible. The floor was neatly laid like a checkerboard with square stones coupled with a refreshing blue shade, and around twenty wyvern hangars were standing in tidy rows.
    

    
      ‘Shit, it’s even better than my house.’
    

    
      The wyvern hangars were made of milky stones similar to the marble used for the Imperial Palace. My headquarters building back at home looked like a beggar’s hut in comparison.
    

    
      Guoooo! 
    

    
      Pleased by his new quarters, Bebeto let out a happy cry.
    

    
      Click. Swish. 
    

    
      Unclasping the safety ring and removing my helmet, I slipped to the ground, holding the basket with the mithril airplate I was going to give the emperor as a present.
    

    
      Thump thump thump thump. 
    

    
      As soon as I jumped off, around ten knights came running over, their Imperial Guard crimson cloaks flapping as they dashed in at max speed. They must have spotted Bebeto’s golden stripes only after we landed.
    

    
      “Please halt!”
    

    
      Coming within 5 meters, the person at the very front told me to halt.
    

    
      I could feel the powerful, electrifying aura he was sending my way. It seemed the Bajran Knights of the Imperial Guard, the elite troops of the empire, had realized that Bebeto and I had landed without formal permission.
    

    
      “Haha, thank you for your hard work,” I said, flashing the knights a good-natured laugh as I smiled brightly towards them.
    

    
      Cl-cl-clang! 
    

    
      However, my greeting was met with the sharp hiss of swords being unsheathed.
    

    
      “How dare you intrude upon this place with your unbecoming hybrid wyvern!”
    

    
      The Imperial Knight sternly rebuked me with rage. It seemed this milky-faced knight in his mid-thirties knew about Bebeto.
    

    
      “And a mere baronet at that!!!!”
    

    
      And of course, he knew me as well. He spat out my title and even bloodthirst on top of that.
    

    
      “Huhu....”
    

    
      My prickly temperament kicked in as a cold smile appeared on my lips.
    

    
      Cla-cla-clang. 
    

    
      Before I knew it, Imperial Knights and Soldiers were appearing all over the place. Dozens of bows were being drawn at us.
    

    
      “Arrest the criminal who invaded the Imperial Palace without authorization! Death is permitted in the case of resistance!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Among the Imperial Knights, the noble in the front was definitely a commanding officer. He ordered my arrest with complete conviction.
    

    
      Their swords unsheathed, ten knights approached me. Their blades began to waver with blue mana.
    

    
      ‘Am I getting fucked today?’
    

    
      From the very beginning, I didn’t like how the imperial family operated. If not for her invitation, I probably wouldn’t have even come. 
    

    
      I hesitated for a moment. I had to make a decision, right here and right now. If I made a ruckus here, Bajran mages, knights, and Skyknights might all gather to take me down.
    

    
      “How dare a mere baronet dress like a Skyknight of the Imperial Guard... Even an orc passing by would laugh.”
    

    
      The commanding knight threw red-hot coals onto my nerves, all with an insufferable smirk.
    

    
      My hand silently moved to the hilt of my sword.
    

    
      The knights fearlessly approached until they were 5 meters away, a distance where I could kill them in a single go.
    

    
      ‘Emperor’s birthday party, my ass!’
    

    
      My personality was getting tougher as time went on. I decided to go for a round and started sliding my sword out of its sheath with rapid speed.
    

    
      “STOP!!!!!!!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      A sharp voice rang through the air.
    

    
      “What are you all doing right now?! This person is my guest!”
    

    
      “S-Salute!”
    

    
      A certain woman appeared, her voice frosty and full of anger.
    

    
      ‘Igis!’
    

    
      She must have run over, because Igis was standing with the hem of her dress in her hands. Her flushed face was beaded with sweat.
    

    
      The knights saluted her with military respect.
    

    
      “P-Princess, this bastard here violated the Imperial Palace and entered without authorization. He is....”
    

    
      Slap! 
    

    
      Igis’ hand cut through the air and left a clear handprint on the knight’s face.
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      At the Princess’ sudden action, the faces of the onlooking knights filled with shock.
    

    
      The commanding officer of the Imperial Knights was no regular knight, but a noble. It was noble etiquette that even a princess could not carelessly lay a hand on a noble. 
    

    
      Igis stood there biting her lip, trembling with still unvented anger.
    

    
      “Even though I CLEARLY said he is a guest of the Princess of the Bajran Empire... To call him a bastard! And Sir Kyre is a noble who has undeniably been granted a peerage from my noble Father. An Imperial Knight said to be the honor of the Imperial Family has no right to treat such a noble as a criminal.”
    

    
      Igis told the Imperial Knight in no uncertain terms that he had no right.
    

    
      ‘As expected of a princess.’
    

    
      The youthful appearance she had shown when escaping into the skies with Bebeto and me was nowhere to be found. Instead, Igis showed the dignity of a bonafide princess. I suddenly recalled how she looked when she fearlessly stood in front of the Crown Prince and defended me.
    

    
      “For the crime of damaging the dignity of the Imperial Family, I offer my most sincere apologies!”
    

    
      The Imperial Knight fell to one knee, showing the most respect a knight could give.
    

    
      Ignoring the knight, Igis turned to me. “I apologize, Sir Kyre. I will apologize for the impoliteness of the Imperial Guard in their stead.”
      

    

    
      A Knight of the Imperial Guard was originally under the orders of the emperor to protect the honor of the Imperial Family’s descendants. Igis apologized for the mistakes of such Imperial Knights.
    

    
      ‘Just know that y’all got lucky as hell today!’
    

    
      If not for Igis, I would have shown them pure hell before high-tailing it out of there.
    

    
      “It is nothing, there is no need for an apology. This all happened because of my foolishness.”
    

    
      What I said was correct—if I were strong enough, how would the mere likes of Imperial Knights dare to think of arresting me or whatever? Everything happened because I lacked the power.
    

    
      ‘Next time, I’ll make you guys bow your heads on your own initiative.’
    

    
      These bastards had really dented my pride. I continued to engrave their faces in my memory.
    

    
      The Princess had clearly outstripped her maids in her hurry to get here, because they finally showed up. Igis smiled at me, not even thinking about accepting the apology of the knight.
    

    
      ‘She’s more heroic than she looks, I tell ya.’
    

    
      Once again admiring Igis’ articulation skill and her actions, I bowed my head.
    

    
      “Guide Sir Kyre’s wyvern to the guest hangar.”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Highness!”
    

    
      Unlike the gentle appearance she showed me, Igis was incredibly stern to the knights.
    

    
      “Thank you very much for your kindness.”
    

    
      “Hoho, what kindness. Sir Kyre is a precious guest of mine.”
    

    
      Shine! 
    

    
      Princess Igis laughed brightly.
    

    
      She was shining.
    

    
      Completely erasing the unpleasant situation just now, Igis’ neat teeth gleamed as she laughed. It suddenly occurred to me that it was good that I came to the capital.
    

    
      Kwaaaaa! 
    

    
      ‘Haah, they sure caught on fast.’
    

    
      Three Black Wyverns appeared above our heads. After spotting Bebeto and me, they circled in the skies above.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Mobilize all the knights and soldiers and leave no stone unturned! Sir Janice, Sir Ryker, and Sir Cedrian, please quickly depart and search the surroundings!”
    

    
      Although Derval always took care of matters with a cool head, his face was currently pale.
    

    
      Priestess Aramis had suddenly disappeared.
    

    
      Someone who should have been praying in the prayer room had disappeared without a trace.
    

    
      Chaos ensued in the covert and Denfors. It wasn’t the outbreak of war, but a serious city-wide warning was issued.
    

    
      ‘We must find her. We must find her, before my liege returns!’
    

    
      Before leaving for the capital, Lord Kyre had specifically requested Derval to protect Aramis.
    

    
      Derval wanted to die.
    

    
      His liege had even trusted him enough to pass over deputy command, but Derval had failed his liege’s expectations.
    

    
      “It’s seriously fishy. People who can do things this perfectly must be...” said Ryker, formerly the guildmaster of the Mercenary Guild, with a frown. “They have to be on the level of the Assassination Guild.”
    

    
      From Ryker’s mouth came the mention of the Assassination Guild.
    

    
      “T-The Assassination Guild....”
    

    
      Derval drained of all color.
    

    
      The Assassination Guild was one of the shadow guilds specializing in kidnapping and contracted murder as long as coin was given.
    

    
      They were people evaluated with the ability to assassinate important nobles and even royalty within every kingdom. They were declared in every empire and kingdom as an illegal organization, so they hid themselves thoroughly, but the organization never, ever revealed their true appearance.
    

    
      “Still, we must find her. With our lives on the line!”
    

    
      No, Derval would go as far as to give his life if it meant that Priestess Aramis could be safely brought back.
    

    
      He was tormented by his failure to fulfill the mission his liege had commanded.
    

    
      In his heart, Derval was crying tears of blood.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘S-So this is the Imperial Palace!’
    

    
      Even calling it otherworldly was insufficient. I could grasp the scale from the amount of money and care they put into the wyvern hangars, but my eyes were as round as plates as they took in a sight far beyond my imagination.
    

    
      ‘How beautiful...’
    

    
      The Bajran Empire’s Imperial Palace held a history of hundreds of years.
    

    
      Each and every building was imbued with an ancient dignity. The buildings of the Imperial Palace were at least ten times as magnificent and beautiful as the castles on earth that I had seen in movies or the internet.
    

    
      The sight that met me after stepping through a large stone gate connected to the hangars made my jaw drop. Sculptors, architects, and various master craftsmen had created this palace with every ounce of devotion. From sculptures that looked so real they might move in the next moment, to flowers and trees I’d never seen and fountains everywhere, the scenery of the Imperial Palace was completely fresh to my eyes.
    

    
      ‘But since when was she waiting for me?’
    

    
      Igis had run through the rather expansive palace grounds all the way to the hangars, an impossible feat if she hadn’t seen me right away. The distance was so large that she would have had to use mana to run.
    

    
      “That building is called Isabel Palace, it’s where I live.”
    

    
      During history class in the Knight Academy, I had heard that this palace was named after the eldest daughter of the founding emperor, Alvatreon. The elegant, white palace three stories tall wasn’t far removed from the hangars.
    

    
      ‘So it was true that the members of the Imperial Family living within the inner palace have their own palaces.’
    

    
      Isabel Palace wasn’t very large. It was three stories tall and was elegant with its 30 or so trellised terraces. Of course, I also saw a garden, which was populated by far more beautiful white flowers in comparison to other flowers. It was about the same level as expensive gardens bought by world-class celebrities.
    

    
      ‘Isn’t she being too nice to me?’
    

    
      She was the Imperial Princess of the Bajran Empire in name, a woman with a standing far different from a rookie possessing a baronet title.
    

    
      However, she was walking next to me with a slight smile while wearing a blue dress with a rather full skirt that suited her wavy golden hair well.
    

    
      “You arrived sooner than I expected. I thought you would come tomorrow or so.”
    

    
      “To me, the Princess’ letter was more important than the imperial mandate, and I came at full speed.”
    

    
      “Truly?”
    

    
      At my words, Igis turned with a lovely cock of her eyebrows. Her sky-blue eyes were sparkling with happiness.
    

    
      “This is a gift symbolizing my feelings.”
    

    
      I halted my steps and took out a brooch from within my cloak pocket.
    

    
      “Oh my!”
    

    
      The dwarven-made brooch was encrusted with a red beryl. Framed by mithril more transparent than silver sparkled a red beryl around the size of a large coin. It was one of the few pieces of jewelry the dwarves made in a year.
    

    
      “It is a product made by the dwarves living on my territory.”
    

    
      “S-Such a valuable thing...”
    

    
      Here, ‘dwarven-made’ held even more brand-name than Chanel and Gucci on Earth. Igis brightened as if to show that despite being a princess, she was also a woman fond of gifts. 
    

    
      ‘It was worth giving her a gift.’
    

    
      It wasn’t like casting pearls before swine, but casting pearls before a mermaid. My heart warmed at seeing the present make Igis so happy.
    

    
      ‘An imperial palace, huh....’
    

    
      Turning my eyes away from her, I looked at the true Imperial Palace of the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      The splendor of the Imperial Palace filled my eyes.
    

    
      As I looked, I thought to myself.
    

    
      I thought that I would construct a palace many times cooler and more magnificent than this one in my future paradise.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Kyaa, so this is how the members of the imperial family live.’
    

    
      People permitted to enter the palace via the invitation of a member of the imperial family had the special right to lodge in that imperial family member’s palace. The only restriction was that you had to be a noble of definite standing. And I was clearly treated as one.
    

    
      ‘It must be over 130 square meters.’
    

    
      As expected for the accommodations of a princess, Isabel Palace was flashier than it looked from outside. The corridor was carpeted with a lovely shade of blue, and there were excellent paintings and sculptures everywhere. Also, magic lighting and various magic items that even I had never seen before were commonplace.
    

    
      Moreover, the guest room I was given was the biggest room with the best view in Isabel Palace, besides Igis’ room, of course.
    

    
      ‘To think I’d find a mattress with proper springs, this would put a Tempurpedic bed to shame.’
    

    
      The room was filled with antique style furniture and decorations. There was a bed the size of two king-sized beds to one side, and when I sat on it, I was able to experience a plushy bounce for the first time in many months.
    

    
      ‘That must be the Honorable Palace where the emperor lives.’
    

    
      Isabel Palace was situated on slightly elevated land, so I could see almost the entirety of the inner palace. Of all the buildings, the palace in the center stood out as the highest. It was the Honorable Palace, standing a proud 7 stories high.
    

    
      “How nice...”
    

    
      It was the peak of summer, but the room was pleasantly cool. I took a refreshing bath in the expansive bathroom at one side and finally felt like a real human being again. I was able to take a proper break for the first time in a while.
    

    
      Knock knock. 
    

    
      “It is Igis.”
    

    
      “Please come in.”
    

    
      This was her palace, but Igis gave me utmost courtesy.
    

    
      ‘Is it okay for the Princess to be this polite?’
    

    
      A normal princess would be real trash and go around with absolutely no manners, but Igis walked around with ‘I am modest’ pasted all over her face. Even now, inside her own palace, she carefully knocked and asked for permission to enter.
    

    
      “Is there anything uncomfortable?”
    

    
      ‘NEVER!’
    

    
      “Haha, it is more comfortable than my own house.”
    

    
      “It relieves me to hear that.”
    

    
      Igis gave me a smile like a blooming rose at my words. An incredibly refreshing fragrance spread throughout the room along with her smile.
    

    
      “Your Highness, please allow me to go outside.”
    

    
      “Pardon? Outside? But I had an evening feast prepared for you, Kyre....”
    

    
      ‘Even a dinner banquet?’
    

    
      I gulped a mouthful of drool. An imperial feast would be leagues above the feasts I had tasted at various noble houses on the way here with Irene.
    

    
      However, I still had to go outside. There were many things I had to prepare.
    

    
      “I came here in a hurry and was unable to prepare a suitable attire for the occasion. Tomorrow is the birthday banquet of His Imperial Majesty the Emperor, and I can’t very well go out dressed like this.”
    

    
      “Hoho, if that is the case, then do not worry.” As soon as I finished, Igis made a smile overflowing with confidence. “The formal attire to be worn by you has already been prepared. On that point, you need not worry.”
    

    
      “What!!”
    

    
      I was completely startled by her unexpected kindness. Even I, a gutsy fellow, could not help but be surprised. 
    

    
      Igis gave an honest chuckle at my surprise. 
    

    
      Just then, I heard urgent footsteps from outside the door.
    

    
      Ker-chunk! 
    

    
      “Brother Kyre!”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      A certain kiddo barged into the door without any manners.
    

    
      ‘Razcion...’
    

    
      It was Prince Razcion, the cute kid. His sky-blue eyes that were nearly a carbon copy of Igis’ trembled with happiness.
    

    
      “Haha! It has been a while, Your Highness.”
    

    
      “Razcion! Is this how you compose yourself before a guest!”
    

    
      “Elder Sister! Sir Kyre is the person who saved my life. So can’t he become my brother? Right, Sir Kyre?”
    

    
      Prince Razcion had become smarter in the few months I hadn’t seen him. He had grown enough to go to bat with his older sister, Igis.
    

    
      “What kind of...”
    

    
      “Of course. Razcion is my little brother.” I interrupted Igis, taking Razcion’s side.
    

    
      “Bro~!”
    

    
      We had met just three times, but the little kid ran right into my embrace.
    

    
      I happily patted the head of the monkey clinging to my waist.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Igis stared at us with big, round eyes.
    

    
      “You sure grew up a lot, didn’t you,” I said.
    

    
      “Hehe, I have been working hard in order to become a cool Skyknight, just like you said. At the very least I can easily protect Elder Sister on my own!”
    

    
      Even though he was a prince, all kids had similar feelings. This kiddo obviously wanted to get praised by me. He proudly patted the small sword at his waist.
    

    
      “Razcion, why are you calling Sir Kyre ‘bro?’ Is there some kind of reason?”
    

    
      This was the second time Igis saw Razcion calling me his bro. Igis asked for the reason with curiosity.
    

    
      “Yup! Before, in the library—um, when I had the emergency wyvern landing....”
    

    
      “Library? Emergency wyvern landing?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Both times were obviously humiliating experiences for him, so Razcion shut his mouth and feigned indifference.
    

    
      “It is a secret between men, Princess Igis.”
    

    
      “That’s right! A secret between men!”
    

    
      The clever kid pounced on my opening, emphasizing the ‘men’ part.
    

    
      “Alright, I got it. I won’t ask.”
    

    
      “Hehe... Thanks, Elder Sister.”
    

    
      ‘They’re pretty close.’
    

    
      I could feel it when we first met in the library, but they had a great sibling relationship. Considering they grew up in the imperial family, there was strong familial love between them.
    

    
      “Brother, it’s stuffy inside so let’s go outside. My Datero is a head bigger than last time.”
    

    
      As he spoke, Razcion pulled my hand. He treated the foreign me like a real brother.
    

    
      “Razcion, you have to be careful outside.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry, Brother. I, Razcion, am not that stupid.”
    

    
      Upon a closer look, I noticed that Razcion’s front teeth were missing. He was at a very mischievous age.
    

    
      ‘Shall we look around then?’
    

    
      This feeling of being accompanied by the little masters of the Bajran Imperial Family, the Princess and Prince...
    

    
      It was just like going to the Blue Palace and asking the President’s children to go on a hike together.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 78: Elemia, the Witch
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “He went into the inner castle?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Excellency. Outside of our expectations, he apparently landed at the Imperial Family’s exclusive hangar in the inner castle. He was then greeted by Princess Igis and is now staying at Isabel Palace.”
    

    
      “Kuku… That means the bastard has a fairly good head on his shoulders.”
    

    
      Due to the approach of the Emperor’s birthday, Duke Ormere was very busy.
    

    
      He was a man who wielded authority second only to the emperor in the Bajran Empire. As the leader of the nobility, there was much he had to prepare. The only two occasions that could gather nobles in the capital from all over the expansive empire were the emperor’s birthday and the Day of National Foundation, so this was overall a very important time.
    

    
      Despite all the bustle, Ormere paid very close attention to the provisional Lord of Nerman, Kyre.
    

    
      The current expression on his thin face was one of caution.
    

    
      ‘He continues to get on my nerves. He’s a dangerous bastard.’
    

    
      Just because you were born within a ducal house of the empire did not mean that you were automatically guaranteed success and influence. It was possible to be like Duke Garvit, buried in his countryside territory fighting a gruesome battle against monsters day after day. If you were unable to gain the emperor’s favor and were restrained by the nobles, it was simply the way of politics that you would naturally be eliminated.
    

    
      However, Duke Ormere had risen to the top of the nobles in such a ruthless world.
    

    
      He paid close attention to the uneasy cry sprouting in his heart. 
    

    
      ‘He must be killed. The roots must be severed before the bud can grow.’ 
    

    
      The fearless rookie had broken their expectations and had blatantly landed his wyvern right in the Imperial Palace’s hangar instead of going to Kirphone Covert.
    

    
      “Things have become a little troublesome.”
    

    
      “He is extraordinarily intelligent. We planned on dealing with him right as he left the Imperial Palace after the banquet, before he could return to the covert, but...” The crafty Viscount Parquess trailed off, looking troubled.
    

    
      “It’s alright. It’s no fun if one catches the fish with the first bait. In any case, he is a rat inside a vase. All we have to do is to create a new way...”
    

    
      In his lifetime, Ormere had led dozens of noble houses to their unwitting demise. His wicked eyes gleamed.
    

    
      “That aside, the Laviter Empire is in an uproar right now correct?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Excellency. According to the information that came in just now, the Laviter Empire’s Second Prince, Alskane, has disappeared. Accompanied by Imperial Skyknights and Skyknights of his maternal grandfather Yanovis’ duchy, he disappeared after saying he was going to clear out black mages. Therefore, the Laviter’s side of the Kovilan Mountains are currently in a state of emergency.”
    

    
      “Hooh, isn’t Alskane the second prince receiving Hadveria’s favor?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Excellency. I heard there are quite a few nobles supporting him as well.”
    

    
      “Black mage cleanup, you say. Puhahaha. That’s indeed something you’d do at that age.”
    

    
      If anything big happened on the continent, Ormere would hear about it right away. Handling information was a given when managing the empire. 
    

    
      “I will give another report after finding out more.”
    

    
      The longer the emperor laid in bed, the brighter Duke Ormere’s expression became.
    

    
      ‘Soon... the empire will come into my hands! Soon!’
    

    
      No matter how sick he was, the emperor was the emperor. And the current emperor, Havitron, was an outstanding emperor who bothered Ormere quite a lot.
    

    
      If Havitron died, then Poltviran would become the next emperor. His personality was violent and crude, but he listened oh so obediently to the words of his mother, Queen Elmiane, and Duke Ormere.
    

    
      If that came to pass, then the empire would safely fall into Duke Ormere’s hands.
    

    
      And he would gain power no one would dare to protest....
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Halt!”
    

    
      Neeeigh! 
    

    
      On the official road about one day away from the central city of Nerman, Denfors, a merchant caravan around twenty carriages large was stopped by around twenty soldiers on horseback.
    

    
      “What is the matter, sir?”
    

    
      The merchant leading the group put both hands together, bobbing his head in front of the knight. 
    

    
      “An important person of Nerman has been kidnapped. Permit us to conduct a search.”
    

    
      The faces of the knight and soldiers were hard with built-up fatigue.
    

    
      “Of course. How may we assist?”
    

    
      “What kinds of goods are you carrying?”
    

    
      “They are the orc hides obtained in the recent monster hunts. They have undergone the first round of processing and will be made into leather armor in the Havis Kingdom.”
    

    
      The merchant group only had around 20 mercenaries who looked to have third-rate skills and some coachmen who looked like typical, regular merchants commonplace in Nerman.
    

    
      “Remove the canvas. I must check each carriage.”
    

    
      “Understood, sir.”
    

    
      The merchant bowed deeply to accept the command of the prickly knight.
    

    
      “Remove all the canvas.”
    

    
      Under the hard expressions of the knight and soldiers, the coachmen and mercenaries quickly drew back the canvases covering the carriages, knowing that the situation was strange.
    

    
      “Eurgh...”
    

    
      “Geh...”
    

    
      The knights and soldiers grimaced at the sight that greeted them when the canvases were removed. The hides had apparently been processed once, but the sight of the hides with holes in them and blue flesh was still nauseating. During the large-scale monster hunts, over a hundred thousand orcs had been caught, an amount Nerman could not handle on its own. Therefore, merchants were busily going to and fro, busily washing the hides and leaving the territory. These orc hides worth less than 1 Gold here in Nerman today could become goods and leather armor that could fetch several Gold after processing them well.
    

    
      “Do a thorough search!”
    

    
      Though they were disgusted, the knight and soldiers had a duty to fulfill the command given to them.
    

    
      The soldiers moved at the leading knight’s words, frowning as they approached the carriages. Then, they flipped through the piled up orc hides with their spears.
    

    
      Drip drip drip. 
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      They were fully dried hides, so the rotten blood gathered between the skins dripped to the ground.
    

    
      The soldiers’ faces paled in an instant. The blood on their spears and the orc corpses with holes for their eyes and noses exuding a bleak aura were so frightening in appearance that the soldiers feared they would show up in their nightmares.
    

    
      “N-Nothing here, sir!”
    

    
      “All clear!”
    

    
      After a short while of pretending to look through the hides, the soldiers repeated that there was nothing out of the ordinary. Smelling the orc corpses rotting in the sweltering heat was no ordinary torture.
    

    
      “Send word right away if you encounter any suspicious people on the road.”
    

    
      “I understand, sir.”
    

    
      He wasn’t in as much of a hurry as the soldiers, but the knight wanted to leave quickly as well, so he left a few words before turning his head. The search radius assigned to them today was so wide they would have to gallop half a day nonstop on their horses.
    

    
      “Depart!”
    

    
      Neeeiighh! 
    

    
      Thud thud thud thud thud. 
    

    
      Leaving as quickly as they came, the Nerman cavalry disappeared far into the distance.
    

    
      “Huhu...”
    

    
      After they all disappeared, the merchant’s obedient appearance vanished, replaced by a cold laugh.
    

    
      “What are you all doing! Move!”
    

    
      The merchant shouted at the mercenaries, who were standing there like dazed fools.
    

    
      The mercenaries were unaware.
    

    
      That inside one of the carriages, under all the orc hides, was a specially manufactured box holding precious cargo.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Salute!”
    

    
      ‘Kuku. Today, I’m getting treated properly for once.’
    

    
      Didn’t someone say that even the dog of the prime minister gets treated like a general?
    

    
      On my walk through the Imperial Palace with Igis and Razcion, the knights and soldiers standing guard threw out vigorous salutes. And as the person by their sides, I also received salutes from the haughty imperial troops.
    

    
      “This is the Tramoria Imperial Garden.”
    

    
      We arrived at an imperial garden around 10 minutes away from Isabel Palace by foot.
    

    
      ‘Ohh!’
    

    
      An exclamation nearly burst out of me. I didn’t vocalize my admiration like a bumpkin, but the Bajran Imperial Garden was decorated more beautifully than any royal garden in Europe. From the marble arch at the entrance to various stones of fantastic shapes, the garden was decorated in a beautiful fashion.
    

    
      
        Splaaaaaaaash.
      
    

    
      Refreshing streams of water spewed from a fountain, cooling the heat of peak summer. Towering several meters high, the enormous fountain was a sculpture of countless angels, flowers, wild animals, and demi-humans, including elves. 
    

    
      ‘I should put something twice as cool in my castle.’
    

    
      It was absolutely necessary to have references for my future paradise. I looked around, storing everything into my head.
    

    
      “Tch, I wanted to spar with Bro–I mean, Sir Kyre... Why are we going on a walk...” 
    

    
      With Igis in the lead, Razcion had followed us on a tour of the imperial palace. He pouted his lips as he complained about not being able to spar with me.
    

    
      “Your Highness, there is much time. I will spar with you after the evening meal.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      ‘Kiddo, you’ll be getting some more education today.’
    

    
      Razcion was interfering with my sweet walk with the beauty of the Bajran Empire, Igis. He was due for some mental education in the guise of a spar.
    

    
      “Please prepare tea over there.”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Highness.”
    

    
      Around ten maids were following faithfully behind us. At the Princess’ smooth command, they curtseyed and began to prepare refreshments at a bench and table under a large tree.
    

    
      ‘Members of the imperial family should live like this, at the very least.’
    

    
      A life of luxury—that was the life of imperial family members.
    

    
      I was jealous.
    

    
      And I dreamed.
    

    
      That one day, I too would have such luxury.
    

    
      “Please sit.”
    

    
      The maids laid out a silk-like white cloth on the stone bench and placed the warm tea and cookies atop the table made of white stone.
    

    
      “Thank you very much.”
    

    
      It was still sweltering hot, but under the tree next to the refreshing fountain, it was incredibly cool.
    

    
      “Tell me about Nerman. Are there really so many monsters? Is it true that the Laviter, the Temir, and the pirates are constantly pestering the territory?”
    

    
      After we sat down, the kiddo asked with sparkling eyes to hear about Nerman.
    

    
      “It isn’t quite pestering, but bloody battles are occurring every day. Hundreds of thousands of monsters met their deaths to the soldiers of Nerman in the recent monster subjugation.”
    

    
      “Wooow! H-Hundreds of thousands? Were there also large monsters like ogres or trolls?”
    

    
      “We didn’t just leave them alone—we also caught thousands of them every day. We also caught several demon beasts each day as well.”
    

    
      “Uwaaaah! I wanna go see! I wanna ride my wyvern and hunt some monsters, too!” exclaimed Razcion with great excitement.
    

    
      I suddenly recalled the play fighting I’d experienced at that age with the neighborhood kids. Until Kyung Mok from the house across mine put a giant bump on my head with his wooden sword, that is.
    

    
      ‘It feels like a real bed of hot nails here.’
    

    
      The surroundings were quiet. However, I could feel the energy of the kiddo and Igis, as well as their Imperial Knights. And I could also feel a few strands of bladed intent specially directed at me. It allowed me to truly confirm that I was inside the heart of the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      A cool breeze came blowing over, dissipating the heat.
    

    
      At that moment, it slightly lifted up Igis’ long, golden hair. The fragrance unique to Igis came burrowing into my soul.
    

    
      ‘How nice...’
    

    
      I could feel the gazes of people watching, but right now, I felt at ease.
    

    
      It was truly a lovely break time, the first break I had in a while.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “There are traces of magic here!”
    

    
      “This is a dirt wall made by an earth spirit!”
    

    
      After the disappearance of the Second Prince, the Laviter Empire was swept up in an uproar. Including the Imperial Family, every noble and even the Gauss Magic Tower were going crazy.
    

    
      In the middle of it all, the information concerning the location of the black mages was discovered.
    

    
      The Gauss Magic Tower received the lumikar birds from court mage Dorvit, who had disappeared along with the prince, and the Imperial Family, nearly at the same time. As a result, 
      

    

    
      Tower Master Orbiton, who usually did not leave the tower, broke his seclusion and personally flew into the Kovilan Mountains atop a wyvern. The map with the exact location couldn’t be explained with words, so despite being a busy man, he was forced to come out in person. A messenger lumikar could possibly disappear en route, so Orbiton exercised utter caution, allowing nothing to go wrong.
    

    
      “It is definitely this place.”
    

    
      “Are you truly certain?”
    

    
      Speaking politely to one another, the 7th Circle mage and Tower Master, Orbiton, and Duke Yanovis worked together to confirm the location.
    

    
      “I will personally confirm.”
    

    
      Though Orbiton did not know how deep the cave was, it was firmly blocked up by the work of an earth spirit. 7th Circle mage Orbiton stood before the cave, holding aloft a mithril mana staff.
    

    
      ‘Just what kind of bastard did something like this?!’
    

    
      Tower Master Orbiton didn’t show it in front of the duke, but he was 100% irritated. If the missing person wasn’t the Prince, he wouldn’t have to personally go forward and cast magic like this.
    

    
      “Everyone, keep your guards up!”!”
    

    
      In order to find the Prince, a shocking 300 wyverns had been deployed. Even now, they were covering the sky as if to blot out the sun, and the surroundings were perfectly sealed off. On top of that, around ten mages from the Gauss Magic Tower alone had been dispatched. The core mages of the Gauss Magic Tower got onto wyverns and all gathered here.
    

    
      “Dig!”
    

    
      Dig, one of the basic 2nd Circle magic spells.
    

    
      Tower Master Orbiton carefully cast the magic with utmost caution.
    

    
      Ruuuuuumble. 
    

    
      Energy from the golden mana pouring from his mana staff easily swept away the dirt blocking the cave.
    

    
      ‘Damn, is he not here?’
    

    
      Orbiton’s spell dug around 10 meters into the cave, but there was no reaction.
    

    
      After clearing away all of the dirt with his spell, Orbiton stopped the magic and turned, looking at the hushed Duke Yanovis.
    

    
      “I-Is it clear?”
    

    
      “The dirt wall blocking the cave has been fully cleared. But...”
    

    
      The Tower Master stopped himself from continuing.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      If anyone was alive in there, there would have certainly been some kind of response, but there was nothing. Everyone watching with hushed breaths turned pale.
    

    
      “Sa... Save... me.....”
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      Just then, a faint cry came from within.
    

    
      “Save... me....”
    

    
      “W-What are you all doing! Quickly go inside and check!!!!!!” shouted Duke Yanovis as he ran towards the cave.
    

    
      ‘Oh Gods above!’
    

    
      As Yanovis ran, he prayed to the gods for the first time in a while. His influence in the empire could only be maintained if Second Prince Alskane was alive.
    

    
      “H-His Highness the Prince is alive!” came the cry of the first Imperial Knight that had run in.
    

    
      “WAAAAAAAAAA!”
    

    
      And then, the hushed breaths turned into a cheer that rang out along the Kovilan Mountains.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Hohoho. Igis, long time no see.”
    

    
      “S-Sister....”
    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    
      “Razcion, I see you haven’t fixed that nasty habit of yours yet. To snort at your older sister, how very rude. Tsk tsk.”
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      I was drinking tea and enjoying a lovely time talking about things that had happened in Nerman when a woman showed up out of the blue with peals of laughter.
    

    
      ‘Wait a sec, if she’s the older sister, she must be the First Princess, Elemia?’
    

    
      My limited knowledge of the Bajran Empire still included the First Princess, Elemia. She was the first daughter born to Havitron and Queen Elmiane along with Crown Prince Poltviran. Her hair, which was more red than gold, flowed over her dress in elegant waves, her eyes were slightly slanted upwards, and on her thin, red lips was an inscrutable smile.
    

    
      ‘Oh, yes!’
    

    
      She was pretty.
    

    
      If Igis had a pure and refined beauty, then this woman was radiating the beauty of a haughty young miss. She boasted the arrogance and rudeness that only a brat from a rich household could exude.
    

    
      ‘She’s like a thorny rose.’
    

    
      At the sleeves of her cool blue dress that suited her strawberry golden hair jangled a few bejeweled accessories. 
    

    
      Zing. 
    

    
      She turned her gaze to me.
    

    
      “Baronet Kyre de Nerman humbly greets Princess Elemia.”
    

    
      She wasn’t the only one who turned to look at me. Two Imperial Knights were guarding Elemia close by her side.
    

    
      “Baronet Kyre de Nerman...? Ah!” After chewing on my name for a bit, Elemia exclaimed, “Hoho, aren’t you that fearless rookie trainee who made my elder brother so mad?”
    

    
      ‘Ara, she knows me.’
    

    
      I’d come into personal contact with Igis and Razcion, but I didn’t expect Princess Elemia to know about me, too.
    

    
      “I do not know about being a rookie trainee, but it is true that I gave His Highness the Crown Prince an unpleasant memory.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      At my counterattack, Elemia’s smile fell from her face and she stared at me with big, mono-lidded eyes.
    

    
      “Hooh... I see now why you were so fearless in front of my elder brother.”
    

    
      The First Princess pierced me with curiosity-laden eyes.
    

    
      I sent an energetic smile her way without getting suppressed.
    

    
      “Looking closer, you are quite handsome. That uncommon black hair and lion-like eyes... The look in those eyes is a good look that nobles these days lack. If only it wasn’t so impudent...”
    

    
      As she uttered her last word, Elemia’s mouth filled with a charming smile. Her well-developed body that suited her slim figure was clearly visible under her dress.
    

    
      “I will take that as a compliment.”
    

    
      “Naturally, it is a compliment... If your life is involved.”
    

    
      “Sister!” shouted Igis, paling when she heard the barbs in Elemia’s words.
    

    
      “Hohoho. Igis, can it be that you like this Sir Kyre here?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Igis reddened, unable to answer Elemia’s blunt question.
    

    
      “Big sister is a demon!”
    

    
      Razcion shouted angrily at Elemia with the worst curse in his dictionary.
    

    
      “Hoho. Thanks. For comparing this sister of yours to a noble demon,” said Elemia cooly, showing no anger or an unpleasant expression.
    

    
      ‘She’s a fire fox spirit.’
    

    
      A fire fox spirit, one of the legendary creatures next to the nine-tailed gumiho, had appeared. She was an opponent even harder to deal with than the bad-tempered Poltviran.
    

    
      “Razcion! Watch what you say to Sister Elemia! You can’t say careless things like that!”
    

    
      ‘Their relationship is pretty bad.’
    

    
      I’d heard rumors. The children of Empress Nermis, Igis and Razcion, didn’t have much influence. The only maternal relative they could claim was their maternal grandfather, a mere count of a countryside territory. That was practically nothing compared to the Crown Prince and Elemia, whose uncle was Duke Ormere, the core of the important nobles. They were all seeds from the same emperor, but the field was different, and they received different treatment like this.
    

    
      ‘It’s like seeing a vicious queen in real life.’
    

    
      Nermis was the Empress, but because she couldn’t birth a son quickly enough, she was pushed out of power. Queen Elmiane tyrannized her, resenting the “empress” title. There was no one in the Bajran Empire who didn’t know about it.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Razcion lowered his head at Igis’ admonishment. The sight of him clenching his fists was a hint of how much Elemia had tormented him up until now.
    

    
      “It is alright. You don’t have to bother so much. I know very well that you guys don’t like me very much. I don’t like you two siblings either, anyway. Actually, I hate you. Hohohohoho.”
    

    
      ‘Is she crazy?’
    

    
      I was shocked that someone could spout such bald-faced nonsense with a perfectly fine appearance.
    

    
      “You said your name is Kyre, did you not?”
    

    
      The fire fox spirit called my name warmly. Instead of answering, I looked squarely into her brown eyes.
    

    
      “I hope to see them next time, too. Those impudent eyes of yours looking straight into mine like today, I mean.”
    

    
      Elemia tossed out a few words holding an implication for my future.
    

    
      “Haha. Thank you for your concern. To show my thanks, I would like to give you one piece of advice.”
    

    
      “A-Advice?”
    

    
      Elemia had probably never been told such a thing in her life. She looked somewhat perplexed.
    

    
      “There is a certain flower, a flower filled with dirty bugs inside its petals, but on the outside, it looks beautiful and has a charming smell. It even has sharp thorns like it is all that and makes conceited threats... A fool might think it is a beautiful and lovely flower, but a wise man will be well aware. They will know that it is always a rude jerk that doesn’t know its place.”
    

    
      Tremble. 
    

    
      Elemia stared at me, the person looking straight at her while flapping their lips in insult. Her entire body was trembling in place.
    

    
      She wasn’t stupid, so she knew that my words were referring to her.
    

    
      “And this is what I do to such useless weeds.”
    

    
      I pressed my heel into a leaf on the ground, slowly crushing it until green fluid began to leach out of it like blood.
    

    
      “Y-YOUUUU!!!!”
    

    
      Glaring at my foot crushing the leaf that was supposed to be her, First Princess Elemia’s face flushed red-hot.
    

    
      
        Cl-cl-clang.
      
    

    
      Seeing her unusual expression from afar, Imperial Knights came clanking over with their swords drawn.
    

    
      “Then, until next time...”
    

    
      I bowed my head as I courteously bid a farewell.
    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    
      Elemia harrumphed in response. Then, the sleeve of her dress fluttered wildly as she whirled around to leave.
    

    
      “You bastard... I’ll kill you...”
    

    
      And then, I heard Elemia mutter something to herself under her breath.
    

    
      ‘Kill? Me? Puhahaha!’
    

    
      If I was weak enough to be killed by a treacherous weed like her, I might as well not have been born with two balls in my sack.
    

    
      ‘I wonder if you know.... That a bad man... is a cool man.’
    

    
      How could their personalities be this different even though they had the same father? The pure Igis and Razcion stood next to me, watching Elemia disappear in a huff of vicious energy. It was impossible to not compare them.
    

    
      “Hahahaha.... Oh my goodness, my stomach hurts.”
    

    
      “Razcion, behave yourself.”
    

    
      After Elemia disappeared far away, Razcion clutched his belly while letting out a joyful laughter with unsuppressed happiness. Even as Igis admonished him, her mouth harbored a smile. It was a refreshing afternoon scene to witness in the Imperial Palace Garden.
    

    
      ‘But is it okay for me to be so brash?’
    

    
      I did worry a little.
    

    
      It was fortunate that the Imperial Knights had distanced themselves from the conversation between the members of the imperial family. If they had heard my words and actions, they would have probably taken out their swords and requested a duel. And if Elemia had shouted, I might have been killed for offending imperial royalty.
    

    
      ‘She’s like a little anklebiter. Huhu.’
    

    
      Even as she walked, Elemia was probably racking her brains on how best to kill me.
    

    
      Today, the number of my enemies increased yet again.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Haah.... This is nice....”
    

    
      It was finally the advent of the legendary imperial feast.
    

    
      The noble feasts I’d attended on the way here with Countess Irene could not even begin to compare. All sorts of dishes came out one after the other for over three hours. They weren’t as exotic as monkey brains or anything like that, but there were many, many dishes I had never tasted before, at least 50. There was every ingredient imaginable from all over the continent; they had been procured from Bajran or as tributes from other places in the continent. I didn’t even see the veal steak dish that was touted as the top dish in Nerman. These dishes made by chefs far more skilled than chefs from the top hotels on Earth were so delicious that I drooled just thinking about them even though I had stuffed myself to the point of almost bursting.
    

    
      ‘My back is warm and my belly is full—this place is like heaven.’
    

    
      Using my arm as a pillow, I reclined on the soft bed.
    

    
      ‘Everyone must be doing fine, right?’
    

    
      I had tried my best not to think about Nerman too much today. I could only hope that Derval would figure things out on his own. And up until now, I had never seen Derval make a mistake before.
    

    
      ‘Aramis must be doing fine, too....’
    

    
      My thoughts drifted to Aramis, the priestess with a heart so pure that one might think an angel had descended from heaven because she pitied humans. If not for her, it wouldn’t have been possible to stabilize Nerman in such a short amount of time. To the people who were wandering after losing their center, there was no better pillar than an honest and reliable servant of the gods. On top of that, Aramis offered an incredible holy water production ability that no temple could match. She could make water turn into top-grade potions with a single prayer—how crazy was that?
    

    
      ‘I should go back soon.’
    

    
      I suddenly felt anxiety when thinking about Aramis. After the birthday banquet of the emperor ended tomorrow, I intended to bounce right away. 
    

    
      ‘Anyway, I hope things end quietly.’
    

    
      When landing in the imperial palace, I thought about throwing the imperial family or whatever to the wind, but now I was the guest of the honorable Princess Igis. If something happened because of me, then Igis might be negatively impacted.
    

    
      ‘These guys, they’re frickin’ everywhere.’
    

    
      I might be lying down, but I wasn’t letting my guard down like an idiot.
    

    
      I could feel the energy of mana from all sides, the aura exuded by the Imperial Knights and Soldiers guarding the Isabel Palace. No, even if I weren’t here, it would be about this much. It would make no sense if there weren’t this many guards in the inner castle of the imperial palace where the emperor of the Bajran Empire resided.
    

    
      ‘Then, do your best, sir guards.’
    

    
      Putting my faith in the guards protecting me, I closed my eyes in comfort.
    

    
      As I did so, I thought with satisfaction about all the pretty ladies who would show up at the emperor’s banquet tomorrow.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 79: Audience with the Emperor
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Knock knock. 
    

    
      “Kyre, are you awake?”
    

    
      ‘Is it already morning?’
    

    
      After happily going to sleep on a real bed for once, it was morning. My eyes opened due to the sound of Igis’ voice from outside.
    

    
      ‘Aramis....’
    

    
      As I woke up, Aramis’ face came to mind. I could still vividly remember the nightmare I woke up from, a nightmare where Aramis was being dragged along by masked knights. Maybe because it was a dream, there was nothing I could do. I had clenched my fists in rage so many times over the course of the night that my hands were still numb.
    

    
      ‘Surely nothing happened.’
    

    
      I shook off the uneasiness rising in my heart with difficulty, trusting Derval and my knights to protect her.
    

    
      “Please come in.”
    

    
      Slipping off the bed, I tidied my black hair. Because I hadn’t been able to get it cut ever since coming to this continent, it was so long it came up to my shoulders.
    

    
      “I’m coming in.”
    

    
      Creaaak. 
    

    
      As she spoke, Igis entered the room.
    

    
      ‘Hooh!’
    

    
      She must have woken up early to get ready. As a princess, her usual dress was no ordinary drab garment either, but the one she was wearing now was a different beast entirely—it was a voluminous formal dress with silver and violet threads artistically embroidered atop a refreshing blue fabric that suited her golden hair and milky skin well.
    

    
      ‘Those gems must be genuine, right?’
    

    
      The gold-embroidered hem of the dress was encrusted with dozens of small, clear gems. It was a jeweled dress that even the richest people in Korea could not easily obtain.
    

    
      ‘She’s beautiful.’
    

    
      My honest admiration bubbled out.
    

    
      Igis was called the most beautiful woman in the empire. She was young, so the elasticity of her firm skin was like a child’s. Such a woman was lowering her head in shyness under my gaze, a flush of faint pink spreading over the nape of her neck. At that sight, the vestiges of my bleariness vanished.
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      As soon as Igis gave the word, ten maids bustled inside.
    

    
      ‘Are those all clothes???’
    

    
      In each of the maids’ hands were male suits of various colors and designs.
    

    
      “I didn’t know what you preferred, so I just prepared them all,” said Igis nonchalantly, as if it was no big deal.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Prompted by my silence, she continued, “If none of them are to your liking, you can pick from the next set.”
    

    
      ‘There are more outside?!’
    

    
      I wasn’t just ten suits—there was a line of maids waiting outside with even more clothes. There had to be at least twenty maids with suits standing outside.
    

    
      ‘Are you telling me these are all clothes for me?!’
    

    
      Emotion surged wildly within me. Back in Korea, I could count my blessings if I was able to wear one or two suits in a year. And that was only during events on school breaks when I couldn’t wear my school uniform.
    

    
      But Igis had prepared over twenty suits of clothes for me. If I could, I would have shown her my passionate gratitude with a big kiss on the cheek.
    

    
      “Please pick for me,” I said.
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Please pick the clothing you think suits me best, Princess Igis. I will wear that one.”
    

    
      “Alright...”
    

    
      Igis blushed apple-red at my words. 
    

    
      I was just happy I got to do something I’d always wanted. One of my small dreams was to have my girlfriend pick clothes for me, like right now.
    

    
      “How about this one?”
    

    
      As if she had anticipated my words, Igis gestured right away to a black suit held by one of the maids.
    

    
      ‘The luster of the fabric is killer...’
    

    
      The black suit gleamed with a shiny luster, like velvet fabric. I didn’t know what kind of fabric it was, but it looked cool enough to wear in the summer.
    

    
      ‘M-Mithril buttons? Wow!!’
    

    
      I wasn’t like I was poor, but it wasn’t bad at all to have something like this, so I didn’t refuse.
    

    
      ‘Her discerning eye is impressive.’
    

    
      I put on a white shirt that looked like a female blouse and the tuxedo-like suit on top. It made a perfect picture with some slim-fitting black pants.
    

    
      “And please tie your hair with this. Then you will look even more handsome.”
    

    
      Igis pushed a hair tie over to me with a bashful face. I was immediately intrigued by the golden hair tie shining as if it was made with gold thread.
    

    
      ‘Does she plan on making me some kind of ladykiller?’
    

    
      I could envision my current appearance. This hair tie would all too perfectly suit my trimmed body lacking a single piece of fat. I would end up looking like some Italian with a smile as smooth as spaghetti.
    

    
      “I shall engrave the Princess’ consideration deep into my heart.”
    

    
      When I expressed my thanks with a slight dip of my head, Igis gave me a bright smile.
    

    
      “The nobles will begin their greetings from 3 pm onwards. If you have time, it would be good to go there on a carriage with me.”
    

    
      “Thank you very much for your concern.”
    

    
      Even though allowing me to stay in her palace might invite gossip, Igis allowed it with firm resolve. If word got out that I was staying here, noble girls with nothing better to do would probably prattle up a storm. On that point, this place wasn’t at all different from 21st century Korea.
    

    
      “Hydranne, Vedka. Both of you are to attend to Sir Kyre’s every need.”
    

    
      “Your wish is my command.”
    

    
      “Then, I will see you soon.” With that, Igis lifted the hem of her dress in a curtsey and left the room.
    

    
      ‘Are they taking all the clothes? They won’t be disposed of, right?’
    

    
      After Igis’ departure, the maids followed like a line of ducklings. Watching all those obviously expensive clothes disappear made me feel a surge of regret.
    

    
      ‘It’s finally time for the fateful meeting.’
    

    
      I was invited via imperial mandate, but I didn’t think the emperor remembered me. I was merely a baronet, a title you could barely consider noble. The former commander, Count Yaix, went under the table to appoint me the provisional lordship of Nerman, but I didn’t even have the formal right to be a lord.
    

    
      Therefore, I absolutely had to meet the emperor once.
    

    
      Because in order to upgrade my title, the emperor’s sanction was vital.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Salute!”
    

    
      As soon as I alighted from the carriage, an energetic salute greeted me.
    

    
      ‘Tsk tsk. Not me, you blockheads.’
    

    
      The Imperial Knights only saw my foot coming down from the Princess’ carriage and mistakenly fired off a salute that was exclusively for the imperial family. When they realized the recipient of their salute was me and not the Princess, the faces of the Imperial Knights twisted.
    

    
      I put out my hand.
    

    
      “Please watch your step.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Only then did Igis descend, holding my hand.
    

    
      “S-Salute!”
    

    
      Upon seeing Igis, the Imperial Knights were forced to give another salute. They were turned into fools in front of the Hall of Honor where the Emperor was holding the banquet. Even though they were wearing freshly laundered and ironed crimson colored magic cloaks, all their dignity disappeared with a single mistake.
    

    
      ‘Where else would I have a chance to ride a carriage inside an imperial palace? Huhu.’
    

    
      Anyone who wasn’t a member of the imperial family had to go by foot within the inner castle. Thankfully, the Hall of Honor wasn’t far from the inner castle entrance, but nobles would suffer embarrassment if it happened to be a rainy day.
    

    
      ‘The security is airtight.’
    

    
      Only nobles and knights were invited to the Emperor’s birthday bash. It felt as if every Imperial Knight and Soldier was stationed here, because the entirety of the inner castle was a wash of crimson cloaks.
    

    
      ‘I wonder how many people there are?’
    

    
      Igis was imperial royalty, so her arrival time was neither too soon nor too late. However, I was sure that the other nobles had gathered early in the Hall of Honor in order to not draw attention by being late.
      

      

    

    
      ‘Isn’t this the legendary red carpet?’
    

    
      Before us was a red carpet, the kind that was always laid out in Film Festival X or whatever. I walked across the red carpet that only royalty could use, heading towards the entrance of the Hall of Honor, a magnificent building with dozens of pillars several meters in diameter. After slowly ascending the stairs, we reached the door to the Hall of Honor.
    

    
      ‘They poured a truckload of money into this.’
    

    
      Within the inner castle, the Hall of Honor was the second biggest palace next to the residence of the Emperor. Since it was used for important events of the empire like war victory celebrations or the empire’s founding celebration, I had only heard about it in Knight Academy. It was obvious to the eye how much money Bajran had poured into the Hall of Honor. An enormous sculpted mural depicted a war between realistic dragons, human soldiers, monsters like orcs on the palace exterior. The murals I’d seen in Europe couldn’t hold a candle to the grandeur of this place.
    

    
      “Welcome, Your Highness.”
    

    
      “Thank you for your hard work, Palace Butler.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Your Highness.”
    

    
      ‘If they’re the Palace Butler, they must be at least a count in rank.’
    

    
      Just like how regular noble houses had butlers, the imperial palace also had a butler, one that was even a noble on the level of a count.
    

    
      ‘What overflowing dignity.’
    

    
      The Palace Butler was an important position taking responsibility for the inner workings of the Imperial Palace. One would often bump into bad-tempered royalty, so it was a difficult profession where you had to constantly maintain a smile. However, I heard that the Palace Butler was treated as the most important count among the counts. They were the invisible hand of the imperial family assisting the Emperor in every occasion.
    

    
      The white-haired, good-looking Palace Butler showed a kind-natured smile as he greeted Igis. Standing next to the Palace Butler were 20 or so servants wearing palace uniforms, giving a really high-class feel. I guess you could call it the difference between a Seoul rat and a country rat. They were on a different level compared to the servants back at Nerman.
    

    
      “Please wait a short moment,” said the Palace Butler with a slight bow as he entered the smaller side door next to the main entrance to the Hall of Honor.
    

    
      And then, the sonorous voice of the Palace Butler came from within.
    

    
      “Igis von Bajran, the Second Princess, has arrived.”
    

    
      ‘Is it finally time to meet him?’
    

    
      Creaaaak. 
    

    
      I had the strongest nerves in the world, but the thumping of my heart right now was unavoidable. 
    

    
      The enormous door slowly opened.
    

    
      Shine! 
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      As the door opened, an incredible blast of light hit me right in the face. The sun was high in the sky, but the powerful sparkle blazing out from the Hall of Honor was unhindered by the brightness of day. Igis steadily moved into that light without any fear, and in the confusion of the moment, I followed her.
    

    
      ‘!!!’
    

    
      As soon as I was inside, a cry of surprise burst out in my heart.
    

    
      It was an astounding sight.
    

    
      The inside of the legendary Hall of Honor was truly a feast for the eyes. From the center of the ceiling hung an enormous chandelier made from cut gems, dozens of white pillars holding up the great hall were lined up on both sides like solemn soldiers, and the floor was laid out entirely with black marble.
    

    
      Inside, there was a sea of people wearing all sorts of fashions. It was more than just hundreds. The Hall of Honor, which I inadvertently entered next to Igis, was an enormous party venue that could fit an actual horde of people.
    

    
      Just then, Igis held out her hand to me.
    

    
      The red carpet continued in the Hall of Honor.
    

    
      I took her hand.
    

    
      And then, the train of her dress rustling behind her, Igis walked forward. At her confident steps, the nobles on both sides lowered their heads to show their respect to the Princess.
    

    
      ‘Her fortitude is impressive, I tell ya.’
    

    
      Igis didn’t cower before what seemed to be not just hundreds, but a shocking thousand nobles. It made me think that this is why she was called a princess. She didn’t have special “queen” cells or anything, but it was only natural that a person who grew up eating steak and shitting on a bidet would be different from a person who grew up eating barley and squatting to poo in their thatched house.
    

    
      ‘The Emperor!’
    

    
      As I walked next to Igis’ side, I saw a few central figures in the middle. A certain man was sitting in a golden chair encrusted with gems. His name was Havitron von Bajran, the master of the Great Bajran Empire. 
    

    
      ‘He has a serious illness.’
    

    
      He looked pained. The Emperor was only in his mid-fifties, but with his poor complexion and gaunt cheeks, he looked like a seriously ill patient.
    

    
      Zing. 
    

    
      As I walked forward with Igis, the Imperial Knights standing imposingly behind the Emperor put strength into their eyes, clearly telling me not to come any closer to the Emperor without permission.
    

    
      I let go of Igis’ hand.
    

    
      “Daughter greets Imperial Father.”
    

    
      “Igis, come quickly.”
    

    
      The distance to the Emperor was just about 10 meters. Igis walked alone to the Emperor and gave an elegant greeting while holding the hem of her dress. The Emperor gazed at her attentively.
    

    
      “Igis, come sit here,” said a woman with soft features sitting next to the Emperor.
    

    
      “Yes, Mother.”
    

    
      ‘Empress Nermis.’
    

    
      When I first enrolled into Knight Academy, I wasn’t well informed on the relationships within the imperial house. I thought that whoever gave birth to the crown prince would become the empress, but then I learned about the Imperial Family’s lineage. It wasn’t like Queen #1 and Queen #2—Empress Nermis was the lawful wife, and Queen Elmiane could be considered a royal consort.
    

    
      And both women had two children each. Nermis, the empress whose influence was pushed back and buried because she was unable to give birth to a royal prince, greeted Igis with a face holding small wrinkles, a face that made me think Igis would look like that when she grew older.
    

    
      ‘Hooh, then that fierce hen of a woman is the Queen? You really can’t fool blood.’
    

    
      A woman was watching the Emperor and Empress greeting Igis with displeasure. She was sitting on the Emperor’s right.
    

    
      ‘She’s a temptress.’
    

    
      If she was old enough to have given birth to the Crown Prince, she had to be over forty years old, but Queen Elmiane’s face still looked like she was in her mid-thirties. Her slanted eyes gave her a fierce appearance, and she was rather decent looking. She was radiating a sexy aura that suited the word “temptress.”
    

    
      “Quickly take your seat. The banquet was getting delayed because of you,” spat the jerkwad Crown Prince sitting next to the Queen as he glared at Igis with displeasure.
    

    
      ‘I have to take care of him one day....’
    

    
      Just looking at the willful, arrogant mug of Crown Prince Poltviran made anger rise inside me. I really wanted to tell him to watch his step at night. Today, on the occasion of the Emperor’s birthday banquet, he was wearing a blue suit made with mithril and gold thread and jeweled buttons. I firmly believed he would quietly receive the retribution he was due one day.
    

    
      “Begin.”
    

    
      After Igis took the seat next to the Empress, the Emperor quietly said one word. His voice was so powerless that it was only loud enough for the people next to him to hear, but I thought I could hear the Emperor’s voice ringing out throughout the entire hall.
    

    
      ‘A sick lion is still a lion.’
    

    
      Until the day he breathed his last, he would give off the feeling of a lion, a king that no regular animal would dare to defy. That aura ran throughout the hall.
    

    
      ‘Heh, even the little brat is acting dignified today.’
    

    
      Razcion, who was sitting next to Igis, met my eye while puffing himself up with dignity. Then, he sent me a subtle greeting with his eyes, all while exuding an aura suiting the cub of a lion.
    

    
      “We shall now begin the birthday celebration of the sovereign of the Great Bajran Empire and child of the gods, His Imperial Majesty Havitron von Bajran. All nobles, please raise your congratulatory glasses!”
    

    
      With the Emperor’s permission, a noble I had never seen before raised a glass and informed the attendees that the party was beginning.
    

    
      Clink. Clink. 
    

    
      At his opening words, the servants waiting next to the nobles brought out glasses of red wine on trays.
    

    
      ‘Ohh! So this is an imperial palace party!’
    

    
      How could I possibly have the opportunity to attend this kind of event in Korea? It was like one of the foreign upper-class parties I occasionally saw on the internet or news. Holding a glass of wine, I had my first real taste of a truly luxurious atmosphere.
    

    
      “We wish to relay Our sincere thanks to all the people who came in order to congratulate us on Our birthday.”
    

    
      The Emperor tried to smile with great effort, but his short address was full of fatigue.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Silence fell upon the Hall of Honor in an instant. It seemed no one had expected the Emperor’s speech to be this short.
    

    
      “Long live His Imperial Majesty the Emperor!”
    

    
      Just then, the noble who began the proceedings was quick to catch on and called out a toast.
    

    
      “Long live His Imperial Majesty the Emperor!”
    

    
      The nobles responded in kind. I also followed them and called out for the longevity of the Emperor.
    

    
      ‘Kya!’
    

    
      And then, I tipped the wine glass in my hand into my mouth. The fiery taste of the grape wine burned as it flowed down my throat. Sweet but tart, it was really tasty.
    

    
      ‘Eh? I wasn’t supposed to one-shot it?’
    

    
      When I opened my eyes after savoring the intense one-shot of wine, I saw nobles looking at me mockingly.
    

    
      “...Haha. What delicious wine.”
    

    
      I let out a hearty laugh as I praised the wine. However, the gazes of the nobles were frigid. They were all cold and frosty, as if they were in the company of someone they could not stand.
    

    
      “That unlucky black hair...”
    

    
      “He truly is miserable company.”
    

    
      “They say he is someone who looks down on the nobility.”
    

    
      “Even though he looks perfectly fine....”
    

    
      A bunch of the nobles whispered amongst themselves. They definitely knew about me.
    

    
      “Huhu.”
    

    
      These people probably had an ancestor back in their family tree who grew up in the streets as servants or prostitutes, but they thought they were so much better than me and showered me with disdain. It was just as I expected.
    

    
      “We shall proceed to the congratulatory ceremony for His Imperial Majesty the Emperor. The delegations from each kingdom, nobles of at least the count rank, and all nobles who received the invitation of His Imperial Majesty the Emperor, please step forward,” shouted the noble in charge of the proceedings with mana.
    

    
      As soon as he finished, many nobles walked towards the low dais upon which the Emperor and his family sat. Out of over a thousand nobles, around a hundred selected nobles walked towards the Emperor with their wives in tow. 
    

    
      And I, too, walked towards the Emperor, completely ignoring the gazes of all the nobles on my back.
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      “I, Garvit, a knight in the eternal service of His Majesty, sincerely offers birthday felicitations.”
    

    
      “Haha, thank you for coming from so far away. You are indeed our eternal knight.”
    

    
      “It is an honor.”
    

    
      The Emperor was standing pale-faced, the rest of the imperial family next to him, in order to receive the congratulations of his subjects. The first to go were Bajran’s four dukes.
    

    
      “It is a trifling gift, but please accept it. They are palime herbs from my territory.”
    

    
      “Thank you. I gladly accept your intent.”
    

    
      ‘Those palime herbs that are hard to get?’
    

    
      It was a fairly valuable herb used to treat knights or mages with mana poisoning. I’d learned about it in class at the Knight Academy.
    

    
      “I, Pernike, wish to sincerely offer my felicitations for the birthday of Your Imperial Majesty.”
    

    
      ‘So these are the legendary dukes of the empire.’
    

    
      Only on a day like this would one be able to see all the pillars of the Bajran Empire in one place. There were some who stayed in the capital and participated in politics, but some of them lived cooped up in their territories.
    

    
      However, all the nobles lowered their heads at the mere title of “Duke.” The four ducal houses holding up the Bajran Empire were meritorious families that had founded the empire along with the first emperor, Alvatreon.
    

    
      ‘Those people must be delegates from other kingdoms,’ I thought, looking at the people standing behind the dukes. As long as you weren’t the king of your own country, the duke of an empire was higher in rank. The rank relationship between kingdoms and nobles was visible in strictly regulated celebrations like this. I stood at the very end of the long line and watched the people speak with the Emperor.
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      As people gave their greetings to the Emperor one by one, I thought one woman’s back looked familiar. She was certainly one of the kingdom or duchy ambassadors waiting behind the dukes.
    

    
      ‘She seems awfully familiar....’
    

    
      She was standing with her back towards me so I couldn’t see her face, but the golden-haired woman was wearing a marvelous dress accentuated with dark blue. As expected of an ambassador dispatched from a kingdom, the skirt of her dress was embroidered with showy decorations just as fabulous as the dresses worn by the Bajran Empire noblewomen inside the hall.
    

    
      “I am Haschvind, Crown Prince of the Andain Kingdom. I consider it a great honor to be permitted an audience with Your Imperial Majesty, the master of the Great Bajran Empire and the leader of the continent.”
    

    
      “Is King Tazrian doing well?”
    

    
      “Thanks to your gracious concern, he is in good health.”
    

    
      “That’s good. That fellow always had a sturdy body, at least.”
    

    
      “I am deeply grateful.”
    

    
      ‘Being an emperor is no easy job.’
    

    
      Even though he was sick, the Emperor had to look the part of a hearty, magnanimous leader. If it were me, I would have gone to a hospital and camped out with an IV and a “Do Not Disturb” sign on my door.
    

    
      “This is insignificant, but it is a gift prepared by our kingdom.”
    

    
      “It’s not necessary to go this far... Relay my thanks to the King, if you will.”
    

    
      ‘Geh! T-That is!’
    

    
      The “insignificant gift” was a sheath encrusted with a huge gem the size of a duck egg. I didn’t know what the sword inside looked like, but the sheath alone was a masterpiece like no other.
    

    
      ‘I take back what I just said! Take back! Sickness be darned, for something like that, I would be an emperor any time.’
    

    
      The Emperor was using his birthday as an excuse to lawfully fleece all the kingdoms and a bunch of nobles. From the looks of it, the other nobles with an audience with the Emperor were also holding considerably valuable goods. You could acquire wealth great enough to purchase most territories with a single birthday party.
    

    
      ‘Power is truly a beautiful thing!’
    

    
      On Earth as well, I saw cases where successful merchants or smart scholars ended up jumping into the gutter that was politics. It was a filthy gutter, but the moment they controlled that gutter, it would grant them the power to control everything else.
    

    
      I was busy watching the pile of treasures growing next to the Emperor with my gleaming eyes when the woman who was somehow familiar got her turn.
    

    
      “Rosiathe of the Havis Royal Family gives her humble greetings to His Imperial Majesty the Emperor, he who has a noble soul. I sincerely pray that you may walk with the peace granted by the Goddess of Mercy, Neran.”
    

    
      “Haha. Princess Rosiathe, it seems that you have become more beautiful than when I last saw you two years ago.”
    

    
      “It is an honor, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      ‘Rosiathe!!!!!’
    

    
      I was startled to my senses as soon as I heard the woman’s pleasant, bell-like voice.
    

    
      ‘Holy hell!’ I could kind of see the jawline of the woman as she bowed to the Emperor. ‘So the Rosiathe I met back then was the princess of the Havis Kingdom....’
    

    
      It was the same Rosiathe I had met on the land bordering the Havis Kingdom when patrolling Nerman’s southern border not long ago, the beautiful woman who had ‘elegantly’ gobbled up boar meat while exuding the pure fragrance of a violet. Now I understood why ten wyverns had appeared to escort her away.
    

    
      ‘Heh... She was super pretty.’
    

    
      I thought of her blue diamond eyes and her unexpectedly cute actions.
    

    
      “It is inadequate, but my Father asked me to give this to you, Your Majesty. It is a cloak made of Ashifor fur.”
    

    
      “Haha. To think it is a cloak made with Ashifor fur. Be sure to relay my thanks for the valuable gift.”
    

    
      Rosiathe passed over a red cloak.
    

    
      ‘Aren’t Ashifor the king of the red-furred demon beasts, one of the hardest demon beasts to catch?’
    

    
      I thought it might help me make money, so I had studied an encyclopedia of demon beasts in the Imperial Library. Ashifor were beasts belonging to the upper class in the list. They looked like foxes, but their fur was sturdier than wyvern hide and they were extremely agile, so they were difficult demon beasts to catch. However, the moment you put on a garment made with its fur, you would forget all heat or cold, and it had the strange effect of boosting energy. Therefore, clothing made with Ashifor fur was the best present for a sick person.
    

    
      ‘I’m jealous...’
    

    
      The mountain of treasures was piling up next to the Emperor, and there were still around a hundred nobles waiting for their audience. I thought I could understand why only nobles of at least the count rank or nobles with an imperial mandate were allowed to have an audience. If everyone in this hall were to give their greetings and a present, the Emperor might die of old age.
    

    
      ‘But anyway, when is it gonna be my turn?’
    

    
      After the four ducal houses and the ambassadors from every kingdom came the audiences for nobles of count rank. And that wasn’t all—there were still dozens of nobles here via imperial mandate behind the counts. Just looking at the line made me feel all stuffy.
    

    
      ‘Heyyy! It’s Irene!’
    

    
      I spotted yet another familiar back among the lined up nobles.
    

    
      ‘Oh gods above!!!!!’
    

    
      It was definitely Irene. I hadn’t seen her at first because of how many people were gathered in the Hall of Honor, but I saw her now among the counts lined up before the Emperor. Her incomparably magical silver hair flowed neatly behind her and her flexible, slender figure was wrapped in a glittering red dress instead of the usual armor.
    

    
      I couldn’t help but call the gods in an exclamation of admiration.
    

    
      Among all the Bajran noblewomen, three women stood out radiantly like the crème de la crème. The greatest beauty of the North, the cute and honest Rosiathe, the dignified Igis who was standing next to the Emperor and smiling to all the nobles, and Irene with her mysterious beauty and the figure of a woman in her prime. I couldn’t help but be proud that I knew all three of them.
    

    
      “Knight Irene, it has been a while.”
    

    
      “Your Majesty...”
    

    
      “Take care of this empire. It is because Skyknights like you exist that the peace of this empire can be maintained.”
    

    
      “I shall never, ever forget your words.”
    

    
      Even among the counts, she wasn’t a hereditary noble with a territory, so Irene was almost at the very back. She bowed her head to show her respect for the Emperor’s praise.
    

    
      ‘Their father is so decent, so why are those two the way they are?’
    

    
      No matter how good the seed was, if the field was rough and lacking nutrients, only shabby sprouts would grow. It was perfectly obvious that the queen and her spawn lived with “I’m rude as fuck” stamped on their foreheads. They were arrogantly receiving the greetings of the nobles from beside the Emperor.
    

    
      ‘Ey! How dare that son of a bitch smirk!’
    

    
      When Irene bowed to the Emperor, Crown Prince Poltviran raked her with his eyes like a pervert, an insidious smile on his face. As Irene went from greeting the Emperor to bowing to the Queen and the other members of the Imperial Family, the bastard blatantly smirked at her with his white canines exposed.
    

    
      And so, the line grew steadily shorter. The counts finished giving their congratulations, and the nobles invited via imperial mandate finally started having their audiences.
    

    
      “That black-haired man is the person who angered His Highness the Crown Prince, right?”
    

    
      “I heard he’s Nerman’s provisional lord.”
    

    
      “Hmph! Who cares we don’t have that damned Nerman. Is there really any need to appoint a lord to such a place? And to a bastard like that with unknown origin, at that.”
    

    
      “I think he won’t last long.”
    

    
      “His face is decent, at least.”
    

    
      As the line of nobles in front of the Emperor steadily decreased and I reached the dais, I heard a bunch of nobles gossiping behind me. Thanks to my ears being sharpened with mana, I could catch every word.
    

    
      “—thank you.”
    

    
      “It is nothing, Your Majesty. It is the honor of our family that you called us to such an occasion.”
    

    
      And then, the last noble in front of me finished greeting the Emperor.
    

    
      Flash. 
    

    
      I met the Emperor’s eyes.
    

    
      Tired face, sunken eyes, gaunt cheeks. It wasn’t the face of an emperor ruling over a great empire, but a person with half a foot in their grave.
    

    
      ‘How can someone become so broken within a few months?’
    

    
      I recalled how the Emperor had looked during the Imperial Knight Academy entrance ceremony. I’d heard rumors back then too that he had been sick, but I didn’t think he would become so frail so fast.
    

    
      “And who... might you be?”
    

    
      Failing to recognize the person he supposedly invited, he addressed me before I could speak.
    

    
      “I, the provisional Lord of Nerman and subject living under Your Majesty’s divine grace, Baronet Kyre de Nerman, extend my sincere congratulations for Your Majesty’s birthday,” I said, bowing my head low to greet the old emperor.
    

    
      “Kyre....? Ah! You must be that young man who saved Yaix and the empire’s soldiers. Haha. It is good to meet you.”
    

    
      The Emperor extended a hand. I kneeled and respectfully touched my forehead to his hand in Bajran Empire fashion.
    

    
      “So, how is it? Is everything going well with Nerman?”
    

    
      ‘So this is an emperor’s dignity.’
      

    

    
      He was sick and in pain, so his voice wasn’t very loud, and I didn’t feel much strength from the hand I took.
    

    
      He was sick and in pain, but the Emperor was strong.
    

    
      Deep within his sunken eyes wavered a fiery light. This was a lion roaring into his territory with one forepaw set proudly on a boulder. It was weak, but his blazing dignity filled the air around him.
    

    
      “The safety of Nerman is being secured with Your Majesty’s care.”
    

    
      “Oh? Is that so? Haha. I had my doubts when that fellow Yaix said that Nerman might soon be stabilized, but seeing your face and hearing your words, it seems that was the truth. I feel like I can see myself from my youth in your eyes.”
    

    
      I was surprised by the Emperor’s unprecedented praise; how in the world could he give me this kind of compliment when he’d never seen me before? The nobles behind me began murmuring to themselves. I could feel that unlike the audiences with the royal ambassadors and high-ranking nobles, the Emperor was truly happy, just because he could see his younger self in my eyes.
    

    
      “I do not deserve such gracious praise.”
    

    
      “Rise. But what is that in your hand?”
    

    
      As I rose, the Emperor expressed his curiosity towards the object covered in black cloth in my hands.
    

    
      “Father, it could be something dangerous.”
    

    
      Unlike the presents brought by the other nobles, my present, the elven mithril armor, was wrapped in black cloth. The Crown Prince glared at me while speaking nonsense. I felt the aura of the attentive Imperial Knights closest to the Emperor change with frightening speed at the Crown Prince’s words.
    

    
      “It is a small offering from the residents of Nerman to Your Majesty.”
    

    
      “Oh? Is that so?”
    

    
      “Please unwrap it.”
    

    
      Ignoring the Crown Prince’s words, the Emperor took the present from me. He began to remove the black wrapping.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      At that moment, the brilliant sparkle of mithril peeked out from the unwrapped corner.
    

    
      “Somehow, I have the feeling it is a valuable present.”
    

    
      This wasn’t the Emperor’s first or second time receiving a present, but he slowly removed the wrapping as if savoring the suspense.
    

    
      And then, a silver thing of beauty was uncovered in the Emperor’s hands.
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “W-What?”
    

    
      “W-What is this?” questioned the Emperor while looking at the thin mithril armor laying in his hands like a silver bird taking flight. Despite his pain, surprise was whirling in his eyes.
    

    
      “It is a mithril airplate worn by elven Skyknights.”
    

    
      “OHH! An airplate made by elves!!!!!”
    

    
      “An airplate made by elves?! They really do exist?!”
    

    
      “Oh my... How beautiful.”
    

    
      Surprised exclamations burst out from the onlooking nobles, and the Emperor himself shouted in shock.
    

    
      ‘Y’all ever heard of an elven airplate?’ I thought with a hint of smugness. The elven-made airplate in the Emperor’s hands right now was probably a thing of legend for the people here. The elves had lived a long time away from humans, and they had the unique ability to work mithril with greater detail and more perfection than the dwarves. All the other treasures the Emperor had received lost their luster in front of the elven mithril airplate.
    

    
      “What a truly precious gift. Until now, even I, the Emperor, have never seen an airplate made by elves... Incredible!”
    

    
      The airplate gleamed brilliantly even in the hall lit up with tons of magic lights. Even I thought it was an awesome work of art.
    

    
      “It wouldn’t do to let you go unrewarded when you have given me such a valuable present despite difficult circumstances.”
    

    
      ‘Eh? What’s he talking about?’
    

    
      My mood was pretty good just seeing the Emperor’s joy and the slack-jawed disbelief of the nobles who’d looked down on me, but then, words that were like music to the ears rang out in the hall.
    

    
      “Speak. I will fulfill a wish of yours!”
    

    
      ‘OH! Mama mia!’
    

    
      I did think about it a bit—fortune rewarded the generous, and if the Emperor liked my gift, then he might give me a gift in return.
    

    
      However, I didn’t expect this much. It was law among nobles that one must absolutely uphold words spoken before other nobles. The Emperor declared in front of all the empire nobles that he would fulfill my wish.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The faces of the people who had smirked at me before twisted. They also knew very well that words from the Emperor’s mouth were never falsehoods.
    

    
      “I am immeasurably humbled by the greatness of Your Majesty’s royal favor.”
    

    
      Bowing my head, I accepted the Emperor’s proffered goodwill in a roundabout manner. From their expressions, the Crown Prince and high-ranking nobles looked like they were about to say something.
    

    
      “Alright, speak then. In any case, Sir Kyre protected Bajran’s noble and soldiers who were withdrawing from Nerman, and you are a top vassal who is guarding the dangerous Nerman very well. It is only natural to reward you.”
    

    
      ‘I see Count Yaix extolled my virtues a bit to the Emperor.’
    

    
      There was no other reason why the sick Emperor would recognize me, someone from the territory the empire discarded. He even praised me as a top vassal, making the nobles’ mouths shut right up.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, you have given me plenty of grace and care already...” I started, backing away once.
    

    
      “It is fine. I will honor your wish, as long as it is something I can fulfill. Speak—this is an imperial mandate.”
    

    
      With an attentive voice that made him seem more like a grandpa giving a present than an emperor, the Emperor even did me the favor of making it an imperial command.
    

    
      ‘Sankyu! Berry much!’
    

    
      “I humbly receive the imperial mandate.”
    

    
      Bowing my head again to express my thanks, I began to speak my wish, using Derval’s words as a reference.
    

    
      “After the departure of the troops of the Great Bajran Empire, millions of monsters and the savage Temir have attacked Nerman by the tens, and the pirates have also terrorized the seas, eagerly waiting for an opportunity to strike. However, with Your Majesty in mind, the people of Nerman and her soldiers, including the like-minded me, have stood in the face of death and have repelled the enemies in order to not dishonor the empire.”
    

    
      I gave an ardent performance, passionately telling the Emperor and the nobles of the crises Nerman had withstood. In any case, Nerman was such a nuisance that the empire threw it away. I wouldn’t request for something like the dispatch of reinforcements. No matter how magnanimous the Emperor was, we would only be able to maintain a good relationship if I requested something that could be readily granted.
    

    
      After delivering my speech, I paused for effect. “I earnestly request that Your Majesty give the people of Nerman the great mercy of exemption from national taxes for ten years.”
    

    
      I asked for the Emperor’s generosity. He couldn’t assert rights over a discarded territory anyway, but the master of Nerman was still the Emperor. A smattering of flattery was necessary for the next step.
    

    
      “I grant my permission.”
    

    
      The Emperor easily assented, and the nobles didn’t look dissatisfied, either. Everyone knew you couldn’t get more than a rat’s tail of taxes from Nerman, anyway.
    

    
      “Also... I have one other request for Your Majesty.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The Emperor silently gave me a slight nod with a satisfied smile. Everyone’s gazes moved towards me, their eyes gleaming with greed, as if they were thinking about the wishes I might say.
    

    
      “Please grant me the title of count!”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “C-Count?”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      My words caused a commotion among the nobles.
    

    
      The position of a count was not something you could buy with money or gain through a territory. In the Bajran Empire, a count was a high-ranking noble who could participate in important policy and represent the empire with his peerage alone.
    

    
      ‘You jerks, as if a peerage is really worth losing your shit over....’
    

    
      If I became a count, at that moment, at least 80% of the nobles here would be under my feet.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, a count peerage is too much.”
    

    
      “I concur. No one in all of the empire’s history has gone from a baronet to a count.”
    

    
      “Father, reject this fool and his ridiculous wish at once. If he becomes a count thanks to a single airplate, the other nations will look down on our empire!”
    

    
      Chaos ensued. It wasn’t even like nobles from other countries would travel all the way to Bajran causing trouble just because I became a count, but these guys were mad with fear all on their own. It was noble preferential treatment that after getting a peerage, even your death would be a lofty affair as long as you didn’t commit treason. Therefore, it wasn’t that unusual that they would try to dissuade the Emperor. After all, I was an enemy the Crown Prince and several nobles could not coexist with.
    

    
      ‘Do as you wish. Give it if you want, or don’t.’
    

    
      It was just a token formality anyway. In Nerman, I was the Lord, peerage be damned. It was just that I had a dear wish to experience being a count at least once.
    

    
      “I shall permit it.”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty....”
    

    
      ‘Good choice.’
    

    
      I had a lot of fate with the Bajran Empire, but I had more bad memories than good ones here. Among those Bajran-related memories, I wanted the Emperor to be one of the good ones, because he was the father of Princess Igis and the kiddo Razcion, two people I was rather fond of. 
    

    
      “I will repay Your Majesty’s great grace with my loyalty.”
    

    
      I didn’t know about anyone else, but if the emperor in front of me right now were to give the order, I would try my best once. Though well, my relationship with the empire would probably end the moment the incredibly rude Crown Prince became the emperor.
    

    
      “Prepare to be knighted.”
    

    
      I really liked this emperor’s personality, straightforward and true. Anyone receiving a formal peerage of at least viscount rank had to be appointed a noble by the Emperor.
    

    
      I knelt at his command.
    

    
      Schwing. 
    

    
      Unsheathing a dress sword given by an Imperial Knight, the Emperor slowly placed the blade atop my head.
    

    
      ‘So this is the formal noble appointment granted by the emperor.’
    

    
      My heart thumped happily. I finally got to experience one of the noble appointments I’d seen in novels and movies.
    

    
      It happened on the spur of the moment, but it felt like a dream.
    

    
      “In the name of Havitron von Bajran, Emperor of the Great Bajran Empire, We hereby command that our loyal Knight, Baronet Kyre de Nerman, be appointed a Count. May he instill the strong name of the Empire within his heart and defend the castle of Nerman and her territory with his title, until the day the Empire’s glory comes to an end.”
    

    
      
        Swish, swish, swish.
      
    

    
      As he spoke, the Emperor slightly pressed the flat of the blade against my head and both shoulders.
    

    
      “In front of the mighty name of His Imperial Majesty the Emperor, Child of the Great God, I, Count Kyre de Nerman, hereby give my vow of loyalty. I swear before all the gods and on my name that my loyalty towards Your Majesty shall not waver, until the day the seas run dry.”
    

    
      ‘Nice follow-up!’
    

    
      I don’t know where it came from, but the embarrassing words slipped out of me as smooth as an eel.
    

    
      ‘The loyalty only counts for you, okay? Not that dirty gangster over there.’
    

    
      When I raised my head again and looked at the Emperor, I saw the Crown Prince’s twisted face in the corner of my eye.
    

    
      “Haha, what is everyone doing? This is the moment a new count is born in the empire, is it not? Everyone should give a warm round of applause for Count Kyre de Nerman.”
    

    
      The Emperor’s hearty words rang out through the silent Hall of Honor.
    

    
      Clap clap clap. 
    

    
      A few people were quick to respond. Igis, who was flushed red with joy, Rosiathe, who was looking at me with surprise, Irene, who had a strange smile on her face like she’d expected this, and the kiddo Razcion.
    

    
      “Waaaaaaaaaa!”
    

    
      
        Clap clap clap clap clap clap clap.
      
    

    
      After a few people started clapping, it rapidly spread to the nobles and the hall erupted in cheers. I noticed that the young noblewomen were looking at me differently and clapping the most enthusiastically.
    

    
      ‘You jerks, shoulda done so sooner.’
    

    
      A title could make the man. These nobles who only had money and honor in their heads finally recognized my name and position. Now, there would be no one in the Bajran empire who didn’t know me.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre... I leave it to you.”
    

    
      ‘....?’
    

    
      As people loudly cheered, the Emperor leaned slightly towards me and whispered something very meaningful in my ear.
    

    
      I had no idea why he would say something like that. People said a wealthy man would live for three years after his ruin, didn’t they? And this was Bajran, one of the three empires flying high on the current continent. That wasn’t something the Emperor should say to a person in charge of a trifling territory like Nerman.
    

    
      ‘There’s something else.’
    

    
      And then, I saw it.
    

    
      I saw the place the Emperor’s eyes were pointing to.
    

    
      They were gazing at little Razcion, the happy Princess Igis, and finally, the Empress who was smiling benevolently...
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 81: In a Garden of Flowers
      
    

    
      

    

    
      After the sudden noble appointment during the Emperor’s congratulatory ceremony, a cheerful tune began playing through the hall, signaling the start of the party in full-force.
    

    
      ‘Haah...’
    

    
      At the pleasant music, the nobles swiftly took up positions inside the enormous hall as if there was a rule to where you should stand.
    

    
      ‘A ball, huh. How suffocating.’
    

    
      The scene before me clearly showed that the nobles were just here to celebrate the emperor’s birthday. Whether they were young or old, female or male, the nobles were giving off as much enticing aura as was within reason. They walked without hesitation towards their match as if it had all been decided beforehand. Despite being chilled with magic, the hot ardor of the nobles seemed to fill the hall in an instant.
    

    
      “Um... Count Kyre...”
    

    
      ‘Hm? W-Who are these ladies?’
    

    
      A woman, or rather, several women, approached me after I stepped off the Emperor’s dais and watched the ball begin. Around ten ladies clearly giving off high-born elegance surrounded me in no time, their eyes sparkling with curiosity. Like girls full of curiosity towards a celebrity, these young noblewomen were sending me ‘Oppa, I’m available’ signals. 
    

    
      They were pretty cute. The group was made up of young girls just coming of age, not infirm aunties who were old and fully matured.
    

    
      “How may I help you, my lady?”
    

    
      A professional smile bloomed naturally on my face.
    

    
      “Oh my....”
    

    
      “The eyes are black, too... How fascinating, like a demon’s.”
    

    
      Today, my general concept was ‘black.’ It was no wonder that I looked like a demon to these girls.
    

    
      “If it does not offend, my hand...”
    

    
      A girl with striking red hair plucked up her courage and extended a gloved hand towards me.
    

    
      ‘Isn’t that something the man should do first?’
    

    
      I looked around, but for the most part, the men were the ones approaching women with their wagging tails.
    

    
      ‘The Emperor looks tired...’
    

    
      While I was turning to look at the red-haired girl, I saw the Emperor leaving. Supported by the knights, he was quietly leaving with the Empress. 
    

    
      ‘Ara? That bastard!’
    

    
      I was about to give my very first dance to the brave red-haired girl when I suddenly spotted something on the other side of the hall just as I took my eyes off the Emperor. The most repulsive creature in this hall was giving a greasy smile as he approached a certain woman.
    

    
      “I apologize, my lady. I have a previous engagement...” I said, lowering my head respectfully in order to avoid humiliating the lady.
    

    
      “N-No, it’s alright. You are probably very busy.”
    

    
      “Thank you very much for your deep consideration. Then, goodbye...”
    

    
      I wasn’t born with noble blood, but thanks to all the movies I had seen, this level of conversation was nothing.
    

    
      ‘My goal today is completely fulfilled anyway. That rotten bastard.’
    

    
      Slipping past the people dancing in circles, I quickly approached the woman the Crown Prince was aiming for.
    

    
      We had only shared a single meal together, but I couldn’t just watch her be dragged into the wolf’s embrace.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘To think he was the Lord of Nerman....’
    

    
      Princess Rosiathe, who had come to the Bajran Empire’s birthday celebration as the representative of Havis Kingdom, was shocked when she saw the owner of the hybrid wyvern she had met recently near Havis borders. She had already thought his identity was special because he wasn’t ordinary in appearance, but she was stunned to find out that he was the lord of the territory that was inseparably attached to Havis Kingdom. 
    

    
      ‘He’s quite unique to confidently ask the emperor for a count peerage.’
    

    
      As she thought about the man named Kyre, a happy smile appeared on her lips. They shared a brief memory of eating boar meat together after meeting at the border. Rosiathe’s heart had thumped when she saw Kyre here, the same Kyre who had offered her meat without hesitation.
    

    
      She had meant to go to Nerman once, anyway. Because orders from Nerman suddenly increased, the taxes (including transit tolls) that Havis Kingdom was able to reap nearly doubled. Rosiathe was well aware that if this continued, Havis Kingdom’s national power would be greatly strengthened in just a year’s time.
    

    
      “Haha, it greatly pleases me to meet the Flower of the North again, Princess Rosiathe.”
    

    
      Rosiathe was happily thinking about the eccentric Kyre when a man’s voice suddenly came from behind her, making her turn her head.
    

    
      “I humbly greet His Highness the Crown Prince.”
    

    
      Startled back to her senses, Rosiathe held the hem of her dress to greet the Crown Prince.
    

    
      “What kind of thoughts were you enjoying so dearly? It was enough to make my heart tremble as an onlooker,” said the Crown Prince, acting like a courteous noble.
    

    
      After the Crown Prince appeared, the Bajran nobles who had wanted to speak to Rosiathe backed off, retreating far away. They were fleeing because they knew of Crown Prince Poltviran’s tyrannical disposition and knew there was nothing good about catching his eye. As they left, they pitied the poor princess of the neighboring kingdom who was the target of the desire slithering in the Crown Prince’s eyes.
    

    
      “I was thinking of the empire’s great grace,” she responded, hiding her unease.
    

    
      Rosiathe was also aware that the Crown Prince in front of her pretending to be courteous had a violent temperament and was a lecher lusting after women. Poltviran already had a fiance appointed to become the Crown Princess, but it was well known in the Havis Kingdom as well that the number of women who had lost their virginity to the Crown Prince was immeasurable.
    

    
      “Haha, so that’s the case. I heard that the neighboring kingdoms these days have been harboring unpleasant thoughts about our empire, but it is a relief that the Havis Kingdom is different. When I become the emperor.... I will make it so those kinds of rumors never appear, you see.”
    

    
      Tremble. 
    

    
      It was an unveiled threat. Rosiathe was an ambassador sent to represent her country, so she clearly understood the Crown Prince’s intent. Poltviran was saying he would punish the kingdoms neighboring the Bajran Empire if they did something he didn’t like one day.
    

    
      “O-Our kingdom will never become a cause of worry for the Crown Prince.”
    

    
      Her voice trembled like a deer frightened by the deathly white fangs of a wolf. This was the sadness of the powerless. A kingdom that did not even have a tenth of the empire’s power was hardly a kingdom. If the Bajran Empire did not protect them, the Laviter bastards would tear Havis to pieces in an instant. The life of the Havis Kingdom had been already scraped away bit by bit, and now there was only a thread left.
    

    
      “Of course. The things I despise the most in the world are bastards who jump out without knowing their place. Hahaha.”
    

    
      What exactly did the Crown Prince want to say? The wolf’s claws slowly stripped away the defenses of the trembling young princess of the Havis Kingdom. No one here would help; they would only glance and predict the fate of a pitiful woman.
    

    
      “Princess Rosiathe, let us dance now. We should fully enjoy the ball my Father arranged. That is the path his vassals should take, is it not?”
    

    
      His lion of a father had left, making the Crown Prince the master here. Instead of trying to get the lady’s consent, he disrespectfully ordered her to dance. Rosiathe clenched her hands into fists and endured the shame. She was all too aware that the kingdom’s future would disappear the moment this wolf of a Crown Prince became the emperor if she rejected him and left.
    

    
      Rosiathe extended a trembling hand to the arrogantly smiling wolf, biting her lip as she tried to control her emotions.
    

    
      At this moment, she cursed her wretched body, the powerless body that would be taken into the embrace of a beast that reeked of blood.
    

    
      “Huhu...”
    

    
      The Crown Prince’s dark laughter was full of desire. His covetous eyes were staring greedily at Rosiathe’s white nape.
    

    
      As soon as he took her hand, tonight, no one would know what would become of Rosiathe.
    

    
      ‘Kyre....’
    

    
      And just then, Rosiathe thought of a certain man. 
    

    
      Without Rosiathe herself fully realizing it, she desperately wished to see the simple smile of the man who had passed over a boar hind leg to her. 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Haha! It has been a while, Lady Rosiathe.”
    

    
      “....Count Kyre!”
    

    
      ‘Look ‘til your eyes drop, why dontcha!’
    

    
      The dirty bastard’s desire was obvious even from afar. The disgusting stench he exuded had sent all the other males running with their tails tucked.
    

    
      Trembling in front of him was a poor woman.
    

    
      I loudly called Rosiathe’s name as I reached her side.
    

    
      “Y-You bastard!”
    

    
      “Haha, Your Highness the Crown Prince, thanks to you, I have become a count. I will never, ever forget your favor.”
    

    
      Even after the Emperor’s congratulatory ceremony ended and I greeted the Imperial Family, this Crown Prince bastard spent the whole time glaring at me. Because I suddenly showed up and interrupted his pleasure-seeking, his brown eyes were blazing with a show of his nasty temperament.
    

    
      “Grr.... You are truly a bastard whose guts have grown outside his body.”
    

    
      “As if that could happen—how could someone live with their guts outside their body? I am merely thanking Your Highness the Crown Prince for granting me Bebeto. It is only because you readily gave me Bebeto and even sent me to Nerman that I have reached my current position, is it not? I, Kyre, am not a man without conscience. I will surely, surely repay your great favor.”
    

    
      Smiling coldly, I stared right into the Crown Prince’s bulging eyes.
    

    
      “Grr.....”
    

    
      The nasty-tempered wolf audibly ground his teeth.
    

    
      It was truly a shame to see the crown prince of a nation losing his cool after a few words. His father was a real emperor, but it was crystal clear that the Bajran Empire would be reduced to a sorry state in no time at all if this bastard became the emperor.
    

    
      “Lady Rosiathe, didn’t we make a prior engagement?”
    

    
      Rosiathe’s eyes went round at my words.
    

    
      It was cute. Just looking at the surprised eyes of a stunner called the Flower of the North made me happy.
    

    
      “His Highness the Crown Prince will also understand. The great Crown Prince of the empire would not be so narrow-hearted as to take the hand of a lady with a previous engagement. Isn’t that so, Your Highness?”
    

    
      Since I was going to chew him out, I might as well do it properly.
    

    
      “You.... You bastard...”
    

    
      Instead of responding, the Crown Prince glared at me once before whirling away.
    

    
      With his injured pride, his heart was probably one step away from exploding from rage. But no matter how much of a temper tantrum-throwing, ill-tempered crown prince he was, he wouldn’t reveal that nasty temper of his at his father’s birthday party.
    

    
      “Thank you, Your Highness the Crown Prince. May great fortune find itself your way.” I mercilessly unleashed a sarcastic goodbye to the guy’s back.
      

    

    
      “Pft....” Looking at the person who had taken the air right out of the Crown Prince’s sails, Rosiathe finally let out the snort she’d been holding in. “Thank you,” she said with an uber cute smile, the panic visible when she had been facing the Crown Prince nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      “We’re acquaintances, after all.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “It is a pleasure to meet you here. You have become even more beautiful since the last time we met.”
    

    
      “T-Thank you very much.”
    

    
      ‘Ehh?’
    

    
      My ‘diligent’ attitude always kicked in with no regard for time or place, but even I was embarrassed by the words slipping out of my mouth without a hitch.
    

    
      “Shall we go for a spin?”
    

    
      “Pardon? A-a spin?”
    

    
      “Haha. That’s what we say in Nerman when asking a lady for a dance.”
    

    
      “Ah....”
    

    
      Rosiathe nodded to acknowledge my ridiculous words and gave me her permission.
    

    
      ‘But man, what’s this bloodthirst I feel on my back?’
    

    
      I had saved the pretty Rosiathe from the Crown Prince and was just about to enjoy the legendary ball when I felt two stabbing gazes.
    

    
      I turned my head a little.
    

    
      The very first things I saw were the big gossiping mouths of the nobles as they looked at Rosiathe and me.
    

    
      And then...
    

    
      ‘Igis!’
    

    
      Since I had escorted her all the way to the hall, most people had probably expected that my first dance would be with Igis.
    

    
      And that wasn’t all.
    

    
      ‘Irene!’
    

    
      7 o’clock to my left, around 10 meters away, Countess Irene was watching with an “I expected this” expression. I was irreversibly stamped with the playboy title now. The girl I came in with and the girl I was dancing with were different, so I really had no words to refute it...
    

    
      “Please.”
    

    
      Her white nape and face covered with a faint blush, Rosiathe extended her hand.
    

    
      “It is an honor.”
    

    
      The milk was already spilled. I looked away from the two womens’ gazes and took Rosiathe’s hand.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, it would be nice if I had two bodies....’
    

    
      I regretted the fact that I only had one body as I took Rosiathe’s hand and lightly placed my left hand on her pencil-thin waist. 
    

    
      ‘Hng!’
    

    
      My hand perceived the elasticity of Rosiathe’s waist, and the cheerful waltz of the ball’s music played in my ear.
    

    
      ‘You only live once! You should live every moment to the fullest!’
    

    
      Right now, right here, this was the best decision I could make.
    

    
      I would never regret it.
    

    
      Life was too short to have regrets.
    

    
      There would only be passionate steps moving forward in my life.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “What? Eleven Gold Wyverns? And dozens of Greys?”
    

    
      After the Emperor left, Duke Ormere was busy dealing with the countless nobles in the stead of the Crown Prince, who didn’t have much interest in politics.
    

    
      Suppressed by the Emperor’s authority, Duke Ormere was unable to do anything about the bastard named Kyre receiving a count peerage, so all he could do was seethe. He firmly suppressed his rage with a vicious heart as he strengthened ties with the nobles at the ball.
    

    
      The Bajran Empire was very large. Ormere was well aware that there were still nobles who did not support him, so he made full use of this opportunity.
    

    
      But then, Viscount Parkess had hurriedly approached with some ridiculous news.
    

    
      “It is true. The knight who went to Nerman and returned confirmed the veracity.”
    

    
      Ormere and Parkess spoke privately in a corner of the hall.
    

    
      “Mm... For golds to show up there so suddenly...”
    

    
      After dancing with Havis Kingdom’s Princess Rosiathe, the black-haired man named Kyre had at some point made his way to Bajran’s Princess Igis and was merrily dancing hand-to-hand with her.
    

    
      Somehow, he became the center of attention in the Hall of Honor. It was custom for the Crown Prince to dance in the center in balls like this, but Poltviran was nowhere to be found, and Kyre was the one dancing with everyone’s gazes on him.
    

    
      Even Ormere had to admit that it was a rather dashing sight. The bastard had a mug that didn’t pale in comparison to Princess Rosiathe, who was recognized as a true beauty in the empire. Moreover, the bastard had overflowing charisma that overwhelmed the crowd. Considering that he had just become a count, it was impressive that his actions resembled that of a king.
    

    
      “What would you like to do? With this much evidence... We would have grounds to accuse treason.”
    

    
      Since he had already attempted to kill Kyre once, Viscount Parkess freely accused Kyre of treason.
    

    
      “Now is not the time. In any case, he will... not be able to escape this place.”
    

    
      Duke Ormere was granting mercy to a man enjoying his last feast.
    

    
      “Ohh! Count Halbastro, it has been a while.”
    

    
      Turning his gaze from Kyre, Ormere walked towards a politically important noble.
    

    
      The moment the party ended, the bastard would be given a tour of hell.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      “For what?”
    

    
      ‘In times like this, you really see how much of an angel she is.’
    

    
      Igis was the second woman to take my hand. In front of others, she was a dignified princess, but in front of me, she became a woman who didn’t conceal her jealousy.
    

    
      “I, Kyre, believe I am a truly bad person.”
    

    
      “....?”
    

    
      My turn of speech made Igis look questioningly at me.
    

    
      “How could an ordinary mortal like myself dare to gaze upon the Princess, a bright star from the heavens?”
    

    
      “Pft....”
    

    
      As the Princess and I danced, the nobles naturally made space.
    

    
      “Oh my goodness, this time it’s the Princess?”
    

    
      “Who in the world is Count Kyre? How can he dance with Princess Rosiathe and the Princess?”
    

    
      “Looking closer, he has really manly good looks.”
    

    
      “Looks like that rumor that he was the savior of the soldiers who returned from Nerman was true.”
    

    
      Noblewomen from all over the place were busy whispering in admiration.
    

    
      “Hmph! It is a mistake to think all nobles are the same.”
    

    
      “Impudent country rat with unknown origins....”
    

    
      “How dare he put his dirty hands on the Princess’ body.”
    

    
      And of course, I could also hear the childish mutterings of the male nobles.
    

    
      ‘If you’re jealous, just say so, jerks.’
    

    
      It felt like this ball had been made for me, and I enjoyed it to my heart’s content.
    

    
      ‘The atmosphere isn’t that great, though....’
    

    
      Even as we danced, I could feel rough auras from various places. It was obvious that the Emperor would not live much longer. And if the Emperor passed away, the lives of Igis and Prince #2, the kiddo, would surely be endangered. It was impossible that the scumbag Crown Prince would be considerate towards his half-siblings from a different mother.
    

    
      ‘So that guy is Duke Ormere, huh.’
    

    
      Even I knew that he was the Bajran Empire’s big shot. Apparently, Duke Ormere’s power had reached the skies even when the Emperor was healthy.
    

    
      ‘He’s also the fucker who sent me to Nerman.’
    

    
      Duke Ormere, the maternal uncle of the Crown Prince, had schemed behind the scenes against me. He was a person capable of utilizing most of the authority an emperor could exert. Anyone with half a brain could tell that he was directly or indirectly involved with my expulsion to Nerman.
    

    
      ‘What to do?’
    

    
      Her anger dissipated by a single cheesy compliment from me, Igis enjoying the dance. The Princess with golden hair similar to Rosiathe’s hair was holding onto my hand and immersed in happiness, heedless of the fate she would soon meet.
    

    
      “Igis....”
    

    
      “....?”
    

    
      Igis gazed at me with joyful eyes.
    

    
      “If you ever need a place to rest, come to Nerman. I will protect you.”
    

    
      Tremble. 
    

    
      She wasn’t a fool, so she understood what I meant. Igis nodded, her eyes growing moist.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      ‘!!’
    

    
      As she thanked me, Igis rested her head slightly against my shoulder in front of all the nobles.
    

    
      The music had changed from a waltz to the blues.
    

    
      Igis’ sweet scent tunneled into my nose like a hot spring breeze.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, just believe in your oppa.’
    

    
      Right now, I was comforting a powerless and pitiful woman, no, a world-class beauty. In this situation, most men would resolve themselves to become a sturdy shield.
    

    
      Life was short.
    

    
      Living dashingly, with style—that was a true man’s dream, right?
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Goodness gracious... this time it’s Ice Countess Irene?”
    

    
      “So cool....”
    

    
      “Looking closer, his dignity is no joke.”
    

    
      My sensitive ears picked up the admiration of the noblewomen.
    

    
      The grass was always greener on the other side. After dancing with big fish instead of minor characters, my stock price was skyrocketing.
    

    
      “Rotten bastard....”
    

    
      “Even Countess Irene....”
    

    
      On the other hand, the male nobles had finally lost their fighting spirit. There were still a few guys muttering with jealousy, but for the most part, it was just awed murmurings from the women and the sighs from the men coming in 360° surround sound.
    

    
      “Playboy.”
    

    
      “You flatter me.”
    

    
      This time, I was dancing with the completely unreadable Irene. The way her neatly tied-back silver hair reflected the magic lights as she danced gave her a mystical aura.
    

    
      She flatly called me a playboy, and I accepted it with a grin. I might think I was blameless, but my actions were definitely ‘playboy’ worthy in the eyes of others.
    

    
      ‘Older sis, don’t look at me like that. You’ll make me wanna kiss ya.’
    

    
      There was a hint of a smile on her charming red lips. When I locked eyes with her slightly joking look, my heart thumped wildly. And then, I was reminded of that electrifying first flight. She had been wearing an airplate, but my hands had touched Irene’s sacred hills. As I recalled the feeling of Irene as she flew without hesitation on the winds, my heart grew warm.
    

    
      “Do you intend on becoming a king?” said Irene out of nowhere as she danced to the instruments playing at a suitable speed.
    

    
      “I wonder....”
    

    
      “If you want to take multiple women as your formal wives, then don’t you have to become a king? You playboy Skyknight count gentleman.”
    

    
      BABAM! 
    

    
      ‘OH! So there was a way like that!!’
    

    
      Irene said it like a joke, but her advice made a bang of realization reverberate in my head. On this continent, unless you were a king or an emperor, polygamy was outlawed under the decree of the gods.
    

    
      ‘If I become a king, then.... Huhuhu.’
    

    
      I wouldn’t have to agonize about which person I would marry. In Korea, this kind of thought would get me stabbed to death by the countless single ‘monks’ living in hell found over the internet, but this was the Kallian Continent, not Earth. As long as I could become a king, I could do whatever I pleased.
    

    
      “If you’re interested, I can sign you up for a spot.”
    

    
      “Shameless,” she muttered, mercilessly pinching me with the hand she was resting on my side.
    

    
      ‘Ahh!’ I screamed in pain inside, but resisted a groan. All the nobles were currently watching Irene and I. I had to clench my teeth and endure the pain.
    

    
      ‘But she didn’t say no?’
    

    
      Even after berating me, her face reddened a little. I felt her slender waist tremble slightly under her dress.
    

    
      “You should leave today.”
    

    
      “....?”
    

    
      “There are many who are after you,” she whispered in a moment when our bodies came close during the dance.
    

    
      ‘It must be bad if Irene took notice.’
    

    
      I had already decided to leave, anyway. There was no need to stick around, since everything was done.
    

    
      “Please take care of Razcion and Princess Igis if something happens in the palace. You are the only person I can trust, Countess Irene.”
    

    
      I had zero connections here in the Bajran Empire. Irene was their only hope in a crisis.
    

    
      “I will do my best.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      We could not discuss any longer. To my regret, the piece was already coming to an end.
    

    
      ‘It’s time to go now, I guess.’
    

    
      I looked at Igis, who was looking at me like Cinderella bidding her Prince adieu, Rosiathe, little Razcion, and finally, Irene.
    

    
      ‘When leaving, you’re supposed to go without saying goodbye, right?’
    

    
      A few gazes had bothered me this whole time. There were several nobles who were watching my every move.
    

    
      “Then...”
    

    
      “Be careful...”
    

    
      I bowed after the piece ended, and Irene told me to be careful. She only said two words, but I could feel that they were filled with her worry.
    

    
      I grinned at Irene’s sky-blue eyes.
    

    
      ‘Even playing around is work.’
    

    
      I didn’t dislike being with Igis. However, I wasn’t so inclined to entertain the sneaky mob aiming for my life. And besides, it was now time to return to what had become my home, Nerman.
    

    
      Putting my feelings of regret behind me, I carefully walked into the crowd of nobles, holding a glass of wine from one of the servants’ trays and pretending like I was taking a break.
    

    
      Like an act of deception from the spies in the movies....
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 82: Duke Garvit
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “What? He disappeared?”
    

    
      “Yes. He suddenly concealed himself during the ball and left.”
    

    
      “How could this be!”
    

    
      Ormere, who had been discussing important topics with the nobles for a while, was dumbstruck by the news of Kyre’s disappearance. An expression of consternation appeared on Ormere’s face.
    

    
      “Quickly catch him. I gave a command to the hangar. He’ll most likely be there.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Viscount Parkess bowed his head with urgency and left the hall.
    

    
      “Sneaky bastard....”
    

    
      Duke Ormere ground his teeth.
    

    
      Kyre was young, but his use of trickery was no less than the craftiest of nobles.
    

    
      It was a real nuisance to take care of him once and for all.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      After the audiences with the Emperor and a few dances, it had become quite dark outside.
    

    
      I flew silently through the palace, low to the ground, barely dodging the mana interference field above the palace and the guards down below.
    

    
      The security wasn’t as strict as I thought. There were a lot of Imperial Knights and soldiers near the Hall of Honor and atop the inner castle walls, but besides that, there weren’t that many. Thanks to the thick, dark clouds and my black clothes, I was able to reach my room in Isabel Palace using Fly without getting detected.
    

    
      Click click. 
    

    
      “Should I take it with me?” I mused aloud as I equipped my airplate and sword. I agonized for a moment while putting down the clothes Igis had gifted me. “If I leave it behind, she’ll probably be sad.”
    

    
      I left with no farewell, but Igis would understand why I had to flee like a thief. So I made my decision and packed the clothes. It wasn’t because I was trying to recoup costs from the elven armor I sacrificed to the Emperor, okay?
    

    
      “Time to go.”
    

    
      Located very close to Isabel Palace, the Imperial Hangar was a facility only royalty or people invited by the Imperial Family could use.
    

    
      I tied the suit up tightly and headed outside.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Where are you going?”
    

    
      “Thanks for your hard work.”
    

    
      As soon as I arrived at the gate connecting the Imperial Hangar with the inner castle, knights blocked my path.
    

    
      ‘Jerks, can’t you see? I’m going home now.’
    

    
      “The Imperial Hangar is closed at night. Please come back to use it when the sun rises tomorrow morning.”
    

    
      ‘Huh? There was a rule like that?’
    

    
      I didn’t know about that rule—what an absolute fiasco.
    

    
      “Something urgent has happened in my territory, so I must return riding my wyvern. Step aside.”
    

    
      “We cannot.”
    

    
      The Imperial Knights met my insistence with an even firmer rejection. Seeing as they were being so persistent despite me having earned a room from the Princess, I was certain they had received some kind of order from a superior.
    

    
      ‘Knock ‘em out?’
    

    
      But doing so would be no easy matter. Unlike the slack security in the inner castle, there were around twenty Imperial Knights and over a hundred soldiers standing watch outside the hangar.
    

    
      ‘But I can’t just leave, either...’
    

    
      If I knew this would happen, I would have asked Igis to come with me.
    

    
      Just then, while I was contemplating how to get out of this fix, I heard regular footsteps from behind me.
    

    
      “Halt,” barked a knight.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      “Haha, you have worked hard,” responded the mystery person.
    

    
      “!!, Your Excellency!”
    

    
      ‘Ara? Your Excellency?’
    

    
      ‘Your Excellency’ was a title reserved for the highest ranking nobles—you had to be a marquis at the very least.
    

    
      I turned to look.
    

    
      ‘Oh, isn’t he the bald mister I saw before?’
    

    
      The first person to have an audience with the Emperor and one of the four pillars of the Bajran Empire, the white whiskered and bald Duke Garvit, approached the hangar.
    

    
      “It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Count Kyre de Nerman.”
    

    
      “Ah, aren’t you Count Kyre, the one who received a peerage from His Imperial Majesty today? Haha. I wanted to meet you once and share a drink together, but it seems we ended up meeting here.”
    

    
      “It is an honor, Your Excellency Duke Garvit.”
    

    
      ‘Woot! Looks like I can get through if this goes well.’
    

    
      “C-Count?”
    

    
      The knights were shocked that I was now a count. There were probably rumors going around between them about the person who impudently landed his hybrid wyvern in the Imperial Hangar. As far as they knew, that person only had a baronet title.
    

    
      ‘Jerks, why so surprised.’
    

    
      “But what is going on?”
    

    
      “That is... I need to return to my territory because something urgent occurred, but the Imperial Knights say that the hangar is closed at night and have been forbidding entry.”
    

    
      “Closed?” Garvit murmured incredulously. “Who is in charge here?” he asked quietly.
    

    
      “Viscount Fornain de Kurves greets Your Excellency.”
    

    
      One of the dazed knights stepped forward.
    

    
      “Sir Fornain, as far as I know, such a rule does not exist. Am I mistaken?”
    

    
      “N-No, that is...” stammered the viscount, unable to answer the Duke’s low query.
    

    
      ‘What? These shitheads were trying to trick me?’
    

    
      “Then does that mean that I must also wait here until tomorrow morning to return to my territory? Or must I seek permission from His Imperial Majesty himself?”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, so this is what they mean by rank is king.’
    

    
      Garvit was showing that his Duke title wasn’t just for show. He made Viscount Fornain and the Imperial Knights pale with just a few quiet words.
    

    
      “N-No, Your Excellency. It seems my men were mistaken for a moment.”
    

    
      ‘What? Your men?’
      

    

    
      This dude was seriously shameless, lying without hesitation like one of those Korean corruptocrats living off lies.
    

    
      “Is that so? I sure was surprised, thinking I might have to get permission from His Imperial Majesty again.”
    

    
      ‘Is this political power, too?’
    

    
      Duke Garvit had definitely smelled that something fishy was going on. The sight of him continually mentioning the Emperor and threatening the Imperial Knights made a deep impression on me. This veiled exertion of power and intimidation was a magnificent technique I needed to watch and learn.
    

    
      “Then I can go too, right?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      I nonchalantly tried to catch a free ride on the Duke’s coattails.
    

    
      “Y-Yes, Count. You may leave.”
    

    
      His lie was already in the open, so the Imperial Knight had no grounds to block me. Even if he was a mighty Knight of the Imperial Guard, he could not comfortably bar my path knowing that I was now a count.
    

    
      “Count Kyre, what kind of urgent matter is it that you must leave so soon?”
    

    
      “As you know, Your Excellency, my territory, Nerman, is a place surrounded by enemies, a place that cannot be left without its lord for very long. However, I hurriedly ran to the capital at His Imperial Majesty’s royal decree, and I wished to return since the matter is finished.”
    

    
      “Haha, it seems your circumstances are similar to mine. I have also been unable to sleep well due to the monsters invading day after day.”
    

    
      Perhaps because misery loves company, Duke Garvit was looking at me with a warm gaze.
    

    
      “I completely understand Your Excellency’s feelings. I, too, am well aware of how wonderful it must be to live comfortably in the capital while flattering His Imperial Majesty. However, if one is a noble or knight called upon by the nation, I believe that working hard for the sake of the Emperor and his people is a hundred times better than such political power.”
    

    
      “Oh! What a truly noble-like remark, the likes of which I have not heard in a while. You may be young, but your thoughts are praiseworthy. Impressive!”
    

    
      I continued racking up points with Duke Garvit as we walked through the door opened up by the knights. Most nobles and knights in the empire knew the duke in front of me was constantly fending off monsters in the countryside, pushed out of the political scene.
    

    
      “Still, it does not compare to the way Your Excellency and your ducal house have devoted your lives to the empire,” I said with humility.
    

    
      It didn’t cost a single cent, but I scored 100/100 points.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre,” called Duke Garvit quietly.
    

    
      “Yes, Your Excellency.”
    

    
      “Come to the territory some time. It has been a very long time since I have had a drink with a knight like yourself.”
    

    
      “When the territory is stabilized, I will be sure to come by.”
    

    
      “Please do so for sure.”
    

    
      The old Duke sent a piercing gaze my way. He was a tiger without fangs, but even with his tiger hide alone, he was an important noble who could go in and out of the workings of the empire. I could feel how pleased he was with me radiating from his entire body.
    

    
      ‘Better than nothing.’
    

    
      There was no need to turn every noble in the empire into an enemy. Moreover, this person was a duke of an empire. I liked how manly his personality was, too.
    

    
      “Your wyvern is here, Your Excellency.”
    

    
      As we walked along the Imperial Hangar runway, one of the soldiers who followed us told Duke Garvit where his wyvern was.
    

    
      “Until next time, sir.”
    

    
      “Safe travels. And be sure to come find me.”
    

    
      “I will do so, Your Excellency.”
    

    
      He was an old duke, but Garvit gave me a warm feeling, like a neighborhood grandpa.
    

    
      Guooo. 
    

    
      As the Duke reached the front of the hangar, the wyvern inside recognized its owner and gave an energetic cry.
    

    
      Then, the wyvern crewmates opened the door with a rumble, and the enormous grey wyvern walked through.
    

    
      Fwip. 
    

    
      The Duke, who was not even wearing an airplate, lightly jumped onto his wyvern.
    

    
      “Let’s go, Frangel!”
    

    
      Guooooo!  
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      At its owner’s command, the wyvern Frangel flapped its wings energetically and leapt into the air. It looked to be rather old, but its muscles were still plenty strong.
    

    
      ‘Bye bye, Duke Grandpa,’ I called in my mind, saying goodbye to Duke Garvit, someone I met by pure coincidence. Once he disappeared into the darkness of night, I also moved along.
    

    
      “Where is my wyvern?” I asked the soldier standing next to me.
    

    
      “T-That is...”
    

    
      Excluding royalty, there couldn’t be that many wyverns staying in the Imperial Hangars under imperial mandate. Moreover, my wyvern must have given him a big impression, so he likely knew where Bebeto was.
    

    
      “Speak properly!”
    

    
      “H-He is in the hangar over there.”
    

    
      Surprised by my slightly mana-charged shout, the soldier pointed to Bebeto’s location.
    

    
      ‘A storehouse?’
    

    
      These fucking bastards had stuffed Bebeto in the shabbiest building in the Imperial Hangar, a building that looked like a storage room.
    

    
      “Who put him there,” I gritted flatly.
    

    
      Igis had definitely said to treat him well, so there was no way these guys would have fearlessly shoved him in a storehouse.
    

    
      “H-His Highness the Crown Prince ordered it.”
    

    
      ‘Crown Prince? Can he be any more of a crown prick?!’
    

    
      Crown Prince Poltviran and I were ill-fated to begin with. Steam came roiling from my head.
    

    
      “Where is the Crown Prince’s wyvern?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “If you make me say it twice, you will take responsibility for it with your life.”
    

    
      Even an Imperial Soldier was like a fly in front of a noble. My somewhat ogreish expression probably had him feeling deep fear, too.
    

    
      “O-Over there,” stammered the soldier, pointing with a finger.
    

    
      “Fuck off,” I said with a low voice.
    

    
      “A-As you command!”
    

    
      He was so scared that he responded with an “as you command,” even though I wasn’t his commanding officer. He scrambled away without another word.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto, I’m sorry.’
    

    
      He met the wrong owner and was treated like trash in the Imperial Palace. Leaving home brings naught but toil—for both me and Bebeto, the most comfortable place in the world could only be Nerman.
    

    
      I ran all the way to the storehouse-like hangar where Bebeto was staying.
    

    
      GUOOOO! 
    

    
      Bebeto recognized my rushing footsteps and roared.
    

    
      “Let’s go! Bebeto!” I shouted.
    

    
      BAM! 
    

    
      Bebeto kicked open the wooden door and crashed outside as soon as he heard me. Thankfully, he wasn’t hurt, and his eyes were full of life.
    

    
      ‘In the future, I will make it so you’ll always be treated like me.’
    

    
      There would be no reason for future events where I had to lower my head. I firmly resolved to not bring Bebeto to such a dangerous place, Emperor’s command or not. The Emperor was a stranger I shared no blood with, but Bebeto was family; we shared many memories together.
    

    
      I swiftly landed on Bebeto’s back after he jumped out.
    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      Bebeto, whose freedom had been taken away for just one day, flapped his wings without hesitation into the air.
    

    
      ‘You can’t call me Kang Hyuk if I go just like this.’
    

    
      No matter how you put it, right now, I was pissed. I pulled Bebeto’s reins and turned him around.
    

    
      Swoooooosh. 
    

    
      And then, we charged towards the Imperial Hangar.
    

    
      Whirrr. 
    

    
      We punched through the mana interference field spread all over the Imperial Palace.
    

    
      “Fire Ball!”
    

    
      And then, I made a Fire Ball, a Fire Ball filled with the flames of rage inside my heart.
    

    
      Fwooooooosh. 
    

    
      A Fire Ball 5 meters large, big enough to swallow most homes whole, formed in front of me.
    

    
      “UWAHHHH!”
    

    
      “A-An attack from above!”
    

    
      The knights and soldiers stationed in the hangar and inner castle screamed after seeing the Fire Ball.
    

    
      ‘Eat this, you fuckers!’
    

    
      The Crown Prince’s wyvern took after its master and had an incredibly violent temperament. I threw the Fire Ball right at the bastard’s stone hangar.
    

    
      Fwooooooooosh. 
    

    
      A long trail of fire appeared behind it as the Fire Ball fell onto the hangar.
    

    
      CRAAAAAASH! 
    

    
      The roof might be made of stone, but it wasn’t strong enough to block my Fire Ball of rage falling from the sky. The roof collapsed with a huge explosion, and the Fire Ball continued inside.
    

    
      BOOOOOOOM! 
    

    
      And then, with a boom as loud as a bomb exploding, the debris from the Fire Ball flew off in all directions.
    

    
      KWAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      Shocked awake by my fire bolt, the wyvern inside gave a terrible squeal.
    

    
      “Phew....”
    

    
      I felt the stuffiness in my chest dissipating all at once.
    

    
      “Bebeto!” I barked.
    

    
      Guoooo!  
    

    
      He didn’t know what was going on, but responded energetically to his master’s call.
    

    
      “What are you doing! Run away, quick!”
    

    
      Now, what we needed wasn’t courage or stupidity.
    

    
      We only needed speed, speed to let us make a quick escape all the way to Nerman.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 83: Kidnapped
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Halt!”
    

    
      On the border between Nerman and the Havis Kingdom, a Nerman knight and his soldiers stopped a merchant group loaded to the brim with orc leathers at a temporary checkpoint they had set up.
    

    
      ‘What persistent searching.’
    

    
      This was already their fifth time getting searched. The mercenaries looked fed up—it was their first time undergoing five checks while traveling a distance of just over ten days, and in a single territory, at that.
    

    
      ‘It just means the cargo is that important. Huhu.’
    

    
      If everything went well, he would even be granted a hefty bonus. Chareya, the S-Grade kidnapper of the Harpice, the branch that specialized in kidnapping in the Assassination Guild, hid the laughter in his heart and stepped forward with an appreciative expression.
    

    
      “You have worked hard.”
    

    
      “Just orc leathers?”
    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      Every Nerman knight and soldier was exhausted from the intense checks.
    

    
      “We have already been checked five times. Has something important gone missing?” asked Chareya cautiously, acting like an innocent, clueless lamb.
    

    
      “You don’t have any suspicious goods?”
    

    
      “Of course not, sir. It isn’t my first time doing business, why would we have anything suspicious?” said Chareya, waving his hand.
    

    
      “Mm....”
    

    
      The orc leathers had been warmed in the sweltering heat that followed the rainy period. They were treated with chemicals, but the characteristic rotten stench of the orc leathers was pungent enough to scare off flies, and they had around twenty carriages full to the brim with such half-dried orc leathers.
    

    
      All the tired soldiers looked at the knight in charge with desperate expressions.
    

    
      Chareya offered a distasteful suggestion to the troubled knight. “Shall we unload all the leathers?”
    

    
      “No, it’s fine. Go on.”
    

    
      “Thank you, sir. We are already running late to our appointed time because of the searches.”
    

    
      Chareya dipped his head repeatedly. He looked exactly like a servile, minor merchant.
    

    
      “Let them through!”
    

    
      There was nothing you could really call an official road, but the temporary checkpoint was set up on the plains visible in every direction. Fatigued by the heat and their exhaustion, the knight and soldiers sent off the carriages packed with orc leathers.
    

    
      ‘Stupid fools.’
    

    
      They were checked five times, and one time in the evening, they were made to unload all the orc leathers. However, the Nerman knights and soldiers were unable to find Priestess Aramis. They couldn’t find her hidden in a special, black box under the orc leathers at the bottom of the carriage. They might have found the box if the carriages had been searched in the daytime, but because the inspection was done late at night, even though it had been thorough, Priestess Aramis remained undetected.
    

    
      ‘This is the end. Huhu.’
    

    
      It had been a pretty difficult kidnapping. In the past, the Harpice kidnapped and sold off decent-looking wenches from Nerman, but they had never been checked like this time. It wasn’t this severe even back when they kidnapped the princess of the Gapitz Kingdom.
    

    
      “Move slowly. The wheels are wobbling, are they not!”
    

    
      As if to let the knight and soldiers hear, Chareya chastised his men to move the carriages slowly.
    

    
      Rumble rumble. 
    

    
      The carriages full of orc leathers moved with difficulty.
    

    
      Inside one of them was the woman who had been the hope of Nerman.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Whoooooooosh. 
    

    
      “Haah....”
    

    
      After fleeing the capital, we cut through Bajran Empire territory so fast that all my eyebrows almost got swept away. Charging through with sheer force, Bebeto and I were able to cross the Rual Mountains in just four days.
    

    
      ‘But did the Crown Prince bastard eat something weird?’
    

    
      If my wyvern had been attacked, with my personality, I would have gone through water and fire to settle things. But he did not attack me, not even a single time. We ran into patrols from Bajran Empire wyverns several times on the way here, but everyone ignored us.
    

    
      ‘Well, it’s good for me. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Despite our rush to return, I didn’t forget about collecting the airplates and wyvern armor I had stolen from the skyknights of Atman County. The treasures had been buried in a secret pit I had made with magic, and now, they were flying through the sky in a sack tied around Bebeto’s feet.
    

    
      Swoooooooooosh. 
    

    
      Bebeto had become the emperor of the sky in no time. Wise to the way of the wind, he followed the wind currents with his wings outstretched.
    

    
      ‘It’s already beginning to smell like autumn.....’
    

    
      I had spent the time on my toes, and the seasons were already changing to fall. I could see that the trees under the unmelted snow on the particularly rugged and manifold peaks of the Rual Mountains were beginning to turn red.
    

    
      ‘It’s nice....’
    

    
      I was breathing in the smell of autumn mixed in the wind when we reached the end of the Rual Mountains.
    

    
      Flaaaash! 
    

    
      And then, the mountains ended, revealing the wide, expansive Nerman Plains.
    

    
      Guooooooooooooooooo! 
    

    
      Bebeto loved Nerman as much as I did. He flew towards Nerman with an energetic roar.
    

    
      ‘Derval, Aramis... They’re all doing well, I hope.’
    

    
      I had tried to not worry, but I couldn’t help it. There were more than one or two things I had left unfinished, and there were still the monsters, the Temir, and also the Laviter Empire guys, who might be grinding their teeth about how to take revenge for their prince.
    

    
      Swooooooooosh. 
    

    
      Filling his wings with the wind blowing from the mountains behind us, Bebeto quickly swept through the plains.
    

    
      And then, I saw Fort Ciaris, which was located on the westernmost part of the territory. The fort’s walls had been mostly repaired with cement. Above the walls was the golden territory flag, upon which Bebeto was drawn; it informed me that my apprehension was unfounded.
    

    
      But then, I heard two loud, long horns.
    

    
      ‘Huh? This horn sound!!’
    

    
      The booming horn bellows that came while we were flying towards the fort was a signal used when an urgent matter occurred on the territory.
    

    
      ‘Did something happen to the territory?!!’
    

    
      I was sure that the horns had been blown after seeing me.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go to the fort.”
    

    
      Swoooooooosh. 
    

    
      I directed Bebeto and headed to the fort with all haste, my heart suddenly beginning to race.
    

    
      I prayed desperately that it wasn’t something serious.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “You did well.”
    

    
      “Huhu. This much was nothing...”
    

    
      Clunk. 
    

    
      A paladin wearing a white robe marked with a golden cross inside a circle, the emblem of the paladins of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, stood in front of Chareya, who was wearing his merchant getup. The paladin looked at Chareya as if looking at a bug and tossed a hefty pouch that landed at the kidnapper’s feet.
    

    
      “It is a golden token that can be redeemed at the continental Big Five merchant groups.”
    

    
      “Did you put in a generous amount?”
    

    
      “It is 300,000 Gold.”
    

    
      “Huhu. I sure like the sound of that.”
    

    
      Currently, they were in Calvaron County, the territory that connected the Havis Kingdom with Nerman. A shady trade was proceeding within a barn in the territory’s castle.
    

    
      “Hand her over now.”
    

    
      Clap clap. 
    

    
      At the paladin’s words, Chareya clapped twice, and four men appeared carrying a black box the size of a coffin. The men’s faces were shadowed by the low hoods of their robes. As was becoming for members of the Asssassination Guild, with their appearance, a somber and insidious energy filled the barn.
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      The paladin let out a small groan. He had realized with a single glance that the men were skilled fighters too strong for him to face.
      

    

    
      “We have escorted her in the magic box of our guild specialized for kidnapping; it is installed with special purification, temperature control, and breathing devices. Even if the captive does not eat or drink, their lives can be maintained with perfect health for around fifteen days.”
    

    
      The magic box was small, but very useful.
    

    
      “Is she safe?”
    

    
      “Of course. Only....” The Assassination Guild member trailed off.
    

    
      “Only?”
    

    
      “The only issue is that she can hear everything and think even while inside. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      “W-What did you say?!”
    

    
      “Ah! Don’t worry. While she is inside the box, she cannot speak at all.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Chareya’s words made the paladin’s face cave in. Even if she could not speak, if she was listening to everything, then Priestess Aramis would know pretty much everything. Of course the paladin was unhappy.
    

    
      “Scram.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes. I will go ahead and disappear even if you didn’t ask me to. But before I leave, if there are any other matters to request in the future, please call us at any time. We shall serve you with a special previous customer price.”
    

    
      “Shut up!” shouted the paladin, enraged by Chareya’s sickening words.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, you will definitely call us again.’
    

    
      Chareya was all too aware of how the world turned. It was a common occurrence for people whose faces went red with rage like this to call upon them a second and third time. They had already tasted the ease of handling things in the dark, and that was a drug-like temptation that black-hearted men could no longer ignore.
    

    
      The Assassination Guild members silently disappeared from the dark barn.
    

    
      “Sigh...”
    

    
      The paladin breathed a long, self-deprecating sigh. He was playing a paladin role while selling his conscience under Pontiff Hedor, but whenever he was involved in matters like today, he had a guilty conscience.
    

    
      ‘I apologize,’ thought the paladin in his heart.
    

    
      Then, he carefully raised the box Aramis was in. There were other paladins waiting outside. They would go to the castle before formally moving Priestess Aramis to a carriage and taking her back.
    

    
      Most priests and paladins of Neran knew of Apprentice Priestess Aramis’ holy power. Everyone knew that Aramis had holy power that even the bishop could not dream of matching up to. It was a holy power that even paladins who had sold their consciences to the temptation of the devil had to deeply admire in their hearts.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Bang! 
    

    
      Ruuuuustle. 
    

    
      The desk in the office was destroyed, and the papers piled on top scattered into the air in all directions.
    

    
      “Say it one more time.”
    

    
      My low, dangerous voice rang out throughout the room.
    

    
      “May you grant death upon me, my liege! Due to our negligence.... Argh.... We were unable to stop the kidnapping of Priestess Aramis.”
    

    
      “My liege! Please punish us!”
    

    
      Thump. Thump. 
    

    
      Starting with Derval, the knights fell to their knees.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Not a single word came from my clenched lips.
    

    
      The moment I heard the news of Aramis’ kidnapping at Fort Ciaris, it felt like a hammer was smashing into my head.
    

    
      Just who was Aramis?
    

    
      She was a woman who believed in a single letter of mine and ran over to Nerman, a woman I was extremely thankful towards, a priestess of god who comforted the people of Nerman with the warm heart I lacked.
    

    
      She was that kind of incredible person, but she was kidnapped.
    

    
      “Who did it.... JUST WHO THE HELL KIDNAPPED HER?!?!?!”
    

    
      Boooom. 
    

    
      The mana boiling up caused the air to vibrate intensely, and the windows rattled as they shook as if coming out of their frames.
    

    
      “Arghh!”
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      Impacted by my surge of mana, the faces of the knights blanched.
    

    
      “I, I believe.... That the Assassination Guild is involved....” Blood dripped from Derval’s lips as he struggled to speak.
    

    
      ‘Assassination Guild....’
    

    
      They were servants of the devil, parasites who engaged in all sorts of crimes within the cover of darkness. I knew the gist of their notoriety.
    

    
      ‘Are you saying I have to lose Aramis like this?! Like this?!!!!!’
    

    
      Aramis was kidnapped while I was going to the empire.
    

    
      Everything was my fault. I couldn’t punish the knights kneeling before me, because my crime was not insignificant, either.
    

    
      The sound of rushing footsteps came from outside.
    

    
      “M-My lord!” called a knight, breaking the silence inside the office.
    

    
      “What happened!” shouted Cedrian in response. “T-That man has come. Information Guildmaster Smearns, who was in hiding, has come to see the Lord!”
    

    
      “W-What?! Smearns?!”
    

    
      “Unforgivable... How dare he show up now after hiding who knows where!”
    

    
      The knights’ faces were filled with rage. I could bet that the Aramis’ whereabouts had been disclosed through the Information Guild.
    

    
      “Let him in.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      My rage had settled low and cold, like a cold drop of water hardening into ice.
    

    
      Creaaak. 
    

    
      The door, which was on the verge of destruction, opened, and in came a familiar face. It was Smearns, the man in his mid-30s with a body like a pig. He entered the office with gleaming eyes.
    

    
      “Greetings to the Lord.”
    

    
      Smearns lowered his head respectfully, but I could see it. I could see that his beady little eyes were concealing delight. It was the sparkle of an information peddler completely unconcerned with the pain I and the people of Nerman were currently feeling. He was probably well aware of the value his information had right now.
    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    
      “Pardon? What are you talking about...” he blabbered blithely, feigning ignorance like a dirty bastard. 
    

    
      Tremble. 
    

    
      My fists shook. I wanted to smash in the faces of these bastards who were seeking to make money off of other people’s pain.
    

    
      “How much.”
    

    
      I suppressed all emotion and opened my mouth. A few cents or my pride were not important right now, only Aramis’ location and safety.
    

    
      “Ah.... Are you talking about the location of Priestess Aramis?”
    

    
      He knew, but the piggy Smearns kept his mouth shut.
    

    
      “I will give you 100,000 Gold.”
    

    
      “That is... It would be a pain if the Assassination Guild guys found out....” said Smearns, rejecting my offer.
    

    
      “200,000.”
    

    
      “Well, sometimes one must put up with annoying things. Haha.”
    

    
      His guts were seriously enlarged. Not reading the mood, Smearns burst out in laughter at my offer of 200,000 Gold.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      However, he soon shut his mouth after sensing the horrifying bloodthirst coming his way.
    

    
      “Is she in Nerman.”
    

    
      “That is... According to what our Information Guild has found out.... Currently, Priestess Aramis is somewhere outside of Nerman.”
    

    
      “Derval, prepare 200,000 Gold at once and pass it over.”
    

    
      “Yes... My liege.”
    

    
      It was unknown what Aramis was suffering right now, but Smearns dared to drag it out like this. I could clearly see his face twitching as he tried to hide his joy.
    

    
      “According to the information delivered just now by our lumikar messenger birds, paladins of Neran have appeared in Calvaron Territory. Security has become so tight around the lord’s castle that not even a single rat could sneak by, and an unfamiliar female priestess has been seen imprisoned within.”
    

    
      “Unforgivable bastards!”
    

    
      “P-Paladins are involved....”
    

    
      The knights burst out in enraged cries.
    

    
      “Which bastards from the Assassination Guild are involved.”
    

    
      “That is....”
    

    
      “I will give you another 100,000.”
    

    
      Smearns’ eyes turned round at that. “Hehe. It is an S-Grade kidnapper named Chareya, from the Harpice faction specializing in kidnapping.”
    

    
      The Information Guild had known everything.
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      “It is nothing. You are a special customer of the Guil—Ugh!”
    

    
      Unable to finish, Smearns took in a deep breath. Then, he slowly looked down, and when he saw the sword sticking out from his belly, he began to tremble all over.
    

    
      “If I take out this sword, the blood gushing from your body will fill this office to the brim. You have eaten a lot, so there will be a great deal of blood.”
    

    
      Even I had to admit that my voice was blood-curdling right now.
    

    
      I had absolutely zero desire to grant him a merciful and instantaneous death. My sword had cut through his lower abdomen and was poking out from his back.
    

    
      “Do you want to live?” I asked, smiling coldly.
    

    
      “Yes... Urk.”
    

    
      Smearns uttered a faint “yes” as blood spewed from his mouth. There was no trace of the delight in his eyes from just now—now, there was only fear.
    

    
      “But what to do? In order to save you, I would have to use a valuable top-grade potion... But I don’t have any desire at all to do that. There’s no need for me to go through such trouble for a human like you, right?”
    

    
      The malicious rage whirling inside my heart kept my mind razor sharp.
    

    
      “Eugh....”
    

    
      Vomiting red blood, Smearns let out a groan of despair.
    

    
      “But I do wish to give you one shred of consideration. I was once your customer, after all.”
    

    
      The flickering light of hope was renewed in Smearns’ eyes.
    

    
      “300,000 Gold. Do you have the courage to use the price of the information you sold to me as the price for a potion that can be used to save your life? I’m asking you if money is that much more important than your life. Kuku.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Blood frothed from his mouth as if he wanted to say something, but because his mouth was full of blood, an agreement to my generous proposal was not forthcoming. He could only look at me with the desperate desire to live shining in his eyes, which were slowly losing light.
    

    
      “Oh dear, is that a refusal? I guess so. You earned this 300,000 Gold through such hard efforts, so why would you want to exchange it for something like your pitiful life? I would do the same in your position.”
    

    
      “S-Save...”
    

    
      Standing on the line between life and death, Smearns squeezed out the last of his strength to beg me to save him.
    

    
      “That so? What a shame. To waste 300,000 Gold for something as miserable as your life.”
    

    
      Smearns’ face was twisted from the pain of the sword plunging into his guts.
    

    
      I slowly pulled out the sword.
    

    
      As I did so, a fountain of blood splashed out all over the office.
    

    
      “Eurk....”
    

    
      The pig slowly toppled over, groaning at the sight of his life force flowing out.
    

    
      ‘I hope you realize at least a little that other people’s lives are just as important as your own.’
    

    
      I poured the emergency holy water from the office cabinet on the pig’s wound.
    

    
      Blink blink. 
    

    
      And then, I opened his snout and tipped the rest of the holy water in, the grace of the gods that could save a person as long as they were not dead. If he survived, he would probably curse me, the person who sold him a single bottle of holy water for 300,000 Gold.
    

    
      “Derval, prepare all the Skyknights who can currently be deployed.”
    

    
      “My liege, that place is Havis Kingdom territory,” said Janice, startled.
    

    
      “Are you afraid?”
    

    
      “No, sir. But if friction occurs with the Havis Kingdom, a war could develop, and every caravan coming into Nerman would be blocked.”
    

    
      Janice gave me her realistic judgement. She wasn’t wrong. But that was, to some extent, just Janice’s thinking.
    

    
      “Even if the empire were to have kidnapped one of you, I would do the exact same thing. To those who live passionately in the now, the worries of tomorrow are for when the sun rises the next morning! I intend to never ignore the fierce cry in my heart. Until the moment I die....”
    

    
      “M-My liege!”
    

    
      “Argh...”
    

    
      The eyes of the knights turned red at my honest confession.
    

    
      But it was the truth.
    

    
      As long as there was life in me, I could not stand by and watch people I treasured suffer. That was my oath to those who called me their liege, and it was something I would uphold till the moment I dropped dead.
    

    
      “Prepare at once! Aramis is waiting for us.”
    

    
      “YES, SIR!” shouted my knights.
    

    
      ‘Just hold on a little, Aramis....’
    

    
      I felt apologetic thinking of Aramis. Thinking of her clear eyes that sought nothing from me made my heart ache.
    

    
      ‘I won’t forgive them!’
    

    
      All the dirty conspiracies and ambitions blocking my path, I would crush them completely.
    

    
      I had absolutely no desire to live under the same sky as my enemies, not even for a single moment....
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 84: Returning Home
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “I wish to sincerely thank you for your goodwill, Your Lordship.”
    

    
      “Please, you sadden me with such words. As a faithful servant of Neran, this is my natural obligation.”
    

    
      “God will not forget your faithfulness.”
    

    
      Count Urhans de Calvaron, Lord of Calvaron County, was conversing with the leader of the paladins, Havestrian. A congenial conversation had gone on for quite a while in the Count’s office.
    

    
      “In any case, the development of those Nerman bastards may have increased, but how dare they commit the outrageous act of kidnapping a priestess... If not for Sir Havestrian, I would have been completely fooled.”
    

    
      Count Urhans was in charge of the border between the Havis Kingdom and the Nerman Plains. With his considerably protruding belly, the man in his late forties looked like the epitome of a lazy noble. Moreover, his gleaming eyes were shining with desire even as they conversed.
    

    
      Following the appearance of a man named Kyre, the national economy had become lively these last few months. At first, Count Urhans was happy about the thrilling transit fees, but he was deeply worried after hearing about Nerman’s rapid development. When he was asked for a favor by Paladin Havestrian, he agreed to help them without any convincing.
    

    
      ‘100 top-grade potions! And on top of that, we will be selected as a territory receiving the Goddess’ grace—how can there be an opportunity this good?’
    

    
      The value of the potions alone was an enormous amount that could not be ignored, but if Calvaron was selected as a territory receiving the grace of the gods, it was possible they could receive special benefits from the priests dispatched from the temple. It was a perfectly good opportunity to boost his authority in the territory.
    

    
      ‘Their development must be controlled. If those Nerman bastards increase their strength any further, my territory will be endangered.’
    

    
      In any case, because of a contract with the nation, transit fees from important merchant groups could not be taken as territory taxes. Therefore, even if the transit fees increased overall, it wasn’t enough to immediately kickstart rapid development in his territory. Rather, if trade with the Nerman Plains increased and territory revenue increased as a result, the kingdom would set up their own checkpoint on the national border, so from Lord Urhans’ viewpoint, it was a bigger loss.
    

    
      A slower development of Nerman was the best scenario.
    

    
      “Then, we will trouble you to finish things here.”
    

    
      “Haha, what trouble. Please depart without worries. Our knight order will guard you until the neighboring territory.”
    

    
      Havestrian did not respond with an affirmative and only indicated his desire to leave. In any case, the matter at hand was finished, so Urhans could not keep him here any longer.
    

    
      ‘Holy power on the level of a saintess.... What a shame. I haven’t seen such a fine looking wench in a while.’
    

    
      Urhans had heard from the merchants coming and going through the border that the Apprentice Priestess inside his castle right now was a priestess with holy power so impressive that she was treated as a saintess in Nerman. Additionally, he had seen her face just once, and she was an incredible beauty, a rare sight in a rural territory like his. However, Urhans was very good at knowing his place, and did not harbor greed towards something outside his means.
    

    
      Ta-ta-ta-ta-ta. Ker-chunk. 
    

    
      “M-My lord! We’re in trouble!!!!!” 
    

    
      Urhans was finishing up his conversation with the paladin when he heard urgent footsteps outside. Without even getting permission, his Chief Knight, Havince, flung open the door and ran inside.
    

    
      “What exactly happened for you to cause such a ruckus?!” shouted Urhans, enraged by the lack of knightly courtesy.
    

    
      “I-It’s an aerial attack! My lord, a large number of wyverns have crossed the border and are flying towards the castle!”
    

    
      “W-What?! Aerial attack?!!!!!”
    

    
      After hearing the words “aerial attack” from the pale Havince, Urhans’ scowling face also turned white.
    

    
      “Around 40 wyverns are flying from the direction of Nerman. It is an incredible force with a Black Wyvern in the lead and even Gold Wyverns!”
    

    
      “!!! F-Forty wyverns?!”
    

    
      He was defending the national border, but the Havis Kingdom had poor military strength as a whole. There were only 15 wyverns under Count Urhans’ employ. 
    

    
      “How long will it take for the enemies to arrive here?!” asked Paladin Havestrian in alarm.
    

    
      The paladins had thought that once they crossed the border, no matter how mighty the Lord of Nerman was, he wouldn’t be able to chase them. But things had gone awry. A mere territory lord daring to cross into another nation’s borders, not just a neighboring territory, was something outside the bounds of common sense. However, such a nonsensical matter was occurring right now.
    

    
      “They are said to have just crossed the border, so they will arrive very soon. My lord, please give your command.”
    

    
      The Chief Knight answered the paladin and requested the lord’s command at the same time.
    

    
      If things went wrong, it could very well lead to war between two nations, and with the Great Bajran Empire, at that.
    

    
      “It must be something the lord bastard decided on his own. The Bajran Empire would have never permitted an attack by Nerman, a territory they pretty much abandoned.”
    

    
      Paladin Havestrian’s words startled the Count out of his daze. “T-Then what can we do?? Lord Kyre is rumored to be invincible in the sky!!”
    

    
      Urhans’ confidence from when he said to go without worries just now was gone, replaced by pure fear. He was frantic from the national invasion that he himself would never, ever dare to attempt.
    

    
      “Send a report to the Royal Family at once and request assistance from the neighboring territory. Even with 40 wyverns, they will not be able to do a thing to this fortified castle. A few soldiers may be injured, but that will be no great loss to you. Also... if this matter can be settled well, I will specially put in a word for you in the temple and have another 100 bottles of top-grade holy water sent to you. No, as long as this goes well, it will be possible for you to receive reparations for this national provocation, Your Lordship,” coaxed Havestrian with urgency. 
    

    
      As long as they could sneak away Priestess Aramis, not just 100 bottles, but even 1,000 bottles would pose no problem.
    

    
      “T-That is true. Huhu... No matter how outstanding a Skyknight he may be, he won’t be able to do anything to this fortress.”
    

    
      “Correct. Moreover, if we paladins and the temple confirm the invasion of the Nerman bastards later, the Bajran Imperial Family won’t be able to say anything, either.”
    

    
      “Ohh! If you could do just that, how could I ask for more? The castle has 3,000 well-trained troops. If we request reinforcements from the Royal Family and the neighboring territory, we should soon be able to repel 40 wyverns or so,” said Count Urhans, won over by Havestrian’s sweet coaxing. 
    

    
      “Havince, relay my command to the entire army, immediately prepare for battle. Also, use the magic communication channel to quickly request help from the Royal Family and the neighboring territory!” 
    

    
      “As you command!” shouted the Chief Knight before running out the office.
    

    
      “A wise decision, Your Lordship.”
    

    
      “This is the duty of a noble, is it not? A mere territory lord has fearlessly invaded the national border, so standing by is not something a vassal of His Majesty should do. Hahaha.”
    

    
      His fear dissipated, replaced by pride and desire.
    

    
      He would receive an additional 100 bottles of top-grade holy water from the temple. Additionally, he was guaranteed to receive war reparations.
    

    
      Urhans knew just as well as anyone that the Bajran Empire had already given up on the Nerman Plains.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. You stupid lord. Today, I will take everything you own!’
    

    
      In order to prepare for invasions from monsters and demi-humans, Calvaron Castle had been constructed with sturdy fortifications. It was one of the very few fortresses that could be counted on one hand in the kingdom. Attacking such a fortress with Skyknights alone, without the help of siege infantry, was folly.
    

    
      Elated by the assurance of victory, Urhans wondered how he should use the reparations.
    

    
      The lump of luck that came rolling into his lap...
    

    
      He would be the world’s biggest idiot if he refused it.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Aramis....’
    

    
      Nearly 40 wyverns sortied from the covert.
    

    
      There were a few more wyverns left, but unfortunately, we didn’t have enough Skyknights.
    

    
      And then, we flew without rest and crossed over the national border.
    

    
      Clang clang clang clang clang! 
    

    
      An emergency bell clamored loudly in my ear.
    

    
      ‘So you want to see blood.’
    

    
      After crossing the national border, we spotted a huge fortress. Built atop a protruding hill on the plains with sturdy stones, the fort looked like a giant lump of granite. Atop the castle walls were thousands of soldiers. Their bows were drawn, and hostility was burning bright in their eyes.
    

    
      Fwiip! Fwip! Fwip! 
    

    
      When we flew towards the castle in crane wing formation, enormous arrows, a volley of bolts fired by a machine, came whistling towards our wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Foolish bastards.’
    

    
      It was as futile as trying to break a boulder with an egg.
    

    
      Swooooooosh. 
    

    
      Leading Bebeto, we charged towards the castle, front and center, easily dodging the arrows.
    

    
      “Fire!”
    

    
      Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip. 
    

    
      As we approached the castle walls, the readied archers fired their arrows.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      But Bebeto was not one to retreat in the face of mere arrows. With a furious roar, he rapidly swept past the archers atop the castle walls.
    

    
      “Aaaahhhh!”
    

    
      Dozens of soldiers stumbled, imbalanced by the wind from his enormous wings.
    

    
      “I am Count Kyre de Nerman, Lord of Nerman! The lord here, come and face me right this instant!!!!!!”
    

    
      Whirling above the castle walls, I called out the lord with a mana-charged shout.
    

    
      I couldn’t attack a castle of the Havis Kingdom just based on the Information Guild’s words. Moreover, the relationship between Rosiathe and me was not insignificant.
    

    
      “Attack! Leave no enemies who invaded the kingdom alive!”
    

    
      Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip. Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip. 
    

    
      The soldiers ignored my warning, which was loud enough to have reached every corner of the castle. They fired arrows and bolts with willful ignorance. 
    

    
      Swish! 
    

    
      I pulled out a Blessed Spear.
    

    
      When I did so, I glimpsed the Skyknights behind me doing the same.
    

    
      “COME OUT!!!!!!” I roared.
    

    
      Whiiiirrrr. 
    

    
      Igniting my mana, I poured mana into the spear.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      And then, I hurled it with all my strength towards one of the castle’s attack towers.
    

    
      Swoosh swoosh swoosh swoosh! 
    

    
      Following my lead, spears cut through the wind.
    

    
      BOOM! BOOOOOOOOOM! 
    

    
      Swooooooosh. 
    

    
      My spear punched straight through the attack tower that had been standing tall just moments ago, leaving a huge hole. Soon afterwards, a volley of spears crashed into various places of the castle.
    

    
      “Gaaaaghhh!”
    

    
      “Aaaaaaaah!”
    

    
      The wretched screams of soldiers hit by spears or crushed by falling stones echoed throughout the castle.
    

    
      “COME OUT!!!!!!”
    

    
      My enraged shout ran through the castle a third time.
    

    
      However, there was no response.
    

    
      Flash! Flash flash flash flash. 
    

    
      Suddenly, around twenty rays of light flashed from within the castle and raced towards me and the wyverns like lightning.
    

    
      ‘Spears!’
    

    
      Surprisingly, the knights of the Havis Kingdom were using spears from the ground.
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      “Dodge!”
    

    
      My Skyknights, who had covered the skies, hurriedly cast Shield.
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      KWAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      However, a few of the wyverns were hit in the wings by the sudden volley of spears and let out mournful cries.
    

    
      There was no longer a need to settle things with words.
    

    
      I threw up my hand, and mana began to gather according to my will.
    

    
      “Fire Ball!”
    

    
      Fire Ball had a much higher visual impact than any other spell. The Fire Ball formed in the air by my command looked like a shimmering sun.
    

    
      FWOOOOOOSH. 
    

    
      And then, it crashed down on what could be called the life of the castle, the castle gate.
    

    
      “R-RUN!!!!!”
    

    
      “UWAAAHHHHHH!”
    

    
      The soldiers atop the castle gates were no match from the very beginning. As the Fire Ball several meters large shimmered and blazed in the sky, they threw down their weapons and fled.
    

    
      BOOOOOOOOM! 
    

    
      Unable to completely destroy the sturdy stone castle gate, the ball of flames caused a booming explosion and spread up in every direction.
    

    
      Fwooooooooooosh. 
    

    
      The castle gate was turned into a sea of flames in an instant.
    

    
      Flaaaash! 
    

    
      Just then, as if responding to my magic attack, ten spears came flying towards Bebeto and me.
    

    
      ‘Foolish bastards!’
    

    
      The Skyknights most certainly thought that nothing could happen to them as long as they were hidden inside the stone walls. Thus, they hid like rats and hurled their spears. The soldiers couldn’t do much even if they were there, so the poor soldiers were likely sent out as cannon fodder.
    

    
      However, they made a mistake.
    

    
      The price for playing tricks in front of me, of all people, was something they would experience in the flesh.
    

    
      “Fire Blaster!!!!!!”
    

    
      The 6th Circle offensive spell I had memorized was cast towards the hurtling spears.
    

    
      Whiiirr! Flash! 
    

    
      The 6th Circle Fire Blaster, which was filled with mana quantity of the 7th Circle level, caused a whirr of mana vibration as mana particles were sucked up in the air for a moment. Then, with a flash of red light, an explosion of fire materialized.
    

    
      Fwooooooooosh. 
    

    
      With incredible torque that made it seem like dozens of flaming meteors were bursting all at once, the Fire Blaster shot towards the place I directed with my will.
    

    
      Boom boom booooom. 
    

    
      I saw the spears hurtling towards me flung away after hitting the flames.
    

    
      ‘Do not resent me.’
    

    
      And then, the flames continued hurtling forward, right into the knights who were hiding within the darkness of the castle.
    

    
      BOOOOOOOOOOM! 
    

    
      As expected for a spell of a high circle, Fire Blaster had a different level of mana density. It punched through the stone wall concealing the knights and exploded.
    

    
      “GAAAAAARGHH!”
    

    
      “AHHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      The moment it exploded, it burst into a successive chain of flames that flew into every direction. Engulfed in inextinguishable flames that clung to their armor, around ten knights came rolling out.
    

    
      Fwooooooooooosh. 
    

    
      The 6th Circle spell with 7th Circle mana turned a space of dozens of meters into a blazing hell of flames within moments, exhibiting heat that no one could have ever imagined.
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      I flung myself from Bebeto as he flew above a drill hall within the castle.
    

    
      I couldn’t just recklessly continue to cast magic attacks.
    

    
      It seemed I had to go find Aramis personally.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘H-How can that be?!’
    

    
      Peeping through a gap between the sturdy stones, Lord Urhans watched the battle occurring at the castle. His mouth ajar, he blankly watched his castle become a sea of flames.
    

    
      It was a method of warfare he had never heard of before. He tried his best and craftily had his Skyknights fire spears from the ground rather than on wyverns, but the devil rendered all their attacks meaningless and was burning down the stone fortress.
    

    
      “Hiccup! Hiccup!”
    

    
      Urhans suddenly started hiccuping. His consciousness was going faint from fear.
    

    
      “Come out! I am Count Kyre de Nerman, Lord of Nerman! The lord of this place, come and face me right now!!!!!”
    

    
      A certain man was calling for him with an enraged, booming voice. The unhelmeted man had unique black hair that was gleaming in the sunlight.
    

    
      “M-My lord....”
    

    
      Chief Knight Havince called the lord with a fearful expression.
    

    
      This was a method of battle unrecorded in the annals of continental history. For Skyknights, riding wyverns to suppress enemy wyverns or throwing stones or logs to attack the ground were considered the basics.
    

    
      But this man completely smashed that Skyknight attack method to pieces.
    

    
      Calling him a one-man army did not suffice. After flinging upper circle magic and destroying the morale of the soldiers, this time, he was looking for the lord with his sword drawn. And he was even standing confidently in the drill hall that could be called the center of the castle.
    

    
      ‘Dammit... This isn’t how it was supposed to go!’
    

    
      If things had gone as planned, Nerman’s wyverns and Skyknights would have ended up wasting time hurling expensive spears from above the castle, but the Lord of Nerman had landed in the castle and was searching for Count Urhans in an unexpected turn of events.
    

    
      Bam bam bam bam bam. 
    

    
      And that wasn’t all.
    

    
      Five knights landed next to Kyre. Like Kyre, they wore no helmets, and ominous strength could be felt from their bodies.
    

    
      “Burn Flare!”
    

    
      “Lightning Field!” 
    

    
      “Inferno!” 
    

    
      “Wind Tornado!” 
    

    
      “Fire Field!”
    

    
      And then came a volley of 5th Circle spells that was completely outside of Urhans’ expectation.
    

    
      CRAAAAAASH. BOOOOOOM. 
    

    
      Fwhoooooooooooosh! 
    

    
      All of the buildings near the drill hall crumbled down, becoming ashes that scattered into the wind.
    

    
      ‘U-Upper circle battle mages!!’
    

    
      Among the mages in the castle, Urhans only had a single 4th Circle mage.
    

    
      His lips trembling from the fear raging in his heart, he stuttered a command to his Chief Knight.
    

    
      “T-Tell him we surrender! NOW!!!!!!”
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Please put away your sword! S-Surrender! We surrender!!!!!”
    

    
      After the magic show of the beastmen who jumped down after me ended, a single knight crawled out from who knew where and yelled to surrender.
    

    
      ‘Idiotic bastards.’
    

    
      Things could have ended nicely with words, but they only surrendered after seeing blood and destruction.
    

    
      “Master, just say the word. We can kill them all for you.”
    

    
      

    

    
      
        * * *
      
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      As if unaffected by the excitement of battle, the beastmen were looking at the trembling soldiers scattered around us with bloodthirsty gazes. They really were prepared to exterminate thousands of soldiers with a single word from me.
    

    
      “Where is the lord,” I said flatly.
    

    
      “P-Please just wait a moment. He will come out soon,” said the knight who approached me.
    

    
      A short while later, accompanied by around ten knights, one plump man appeared with urgent footsteps. The lord clearly had “I’m a terrible lord” written all over his face.
    

    
      “F-For what reason have you come to our territory? Is the young gentleman not aware that his actions right now are threatening the peace between the Empire and the Kingdom?”
    

    
      Unable to draw near, the lord struggled to maintain his composure at a distance of 10 meters, his lower body trembling uncontrollably.
    

    
      I wanted to stick a spear into his fat belly.
    

    
      “Huhu....”
    

    
      I met his words with cold laughter.
    

    
      Gulp. 
    

    
      He swallowed audibly at the bloodthirst coming from my body.
    

    
      “Do you want to die....”
    

    
      My sentence cut through the air like a quiet dagger.
    

    
      Cla-cla-clang! 
    

    
      “Impertinent!”
    

    
      Like the pathetic knights they were, the knights drew their swords in front of the lord.
    

    
      “Grrrrrrr.”
    

    
      “Grarrr.....”
    

    
      The bloodthirsty growling of the beastmen followed.
    

    
      “S-Stay back. I will give you everything that you want.”
    

    
      He was stupid, but quick to catch on. He knew that his knights wouldn’t be much help in preserving his life.
    

    
      “Where is she....”
    

    
      “She...? Wh—Gurk!”
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      Even before he could finish feigning ignorance, I reached the lord’s side in a single breath, as if teleporting.
    

    
      “Urgh....”
    

    
      “Ngh....”
    

    
      Having failed to protect their liege, the knights groaned.
    

    
      “From now on, if you say a single word of nonsense as a reply to the things I am about to ask, your head will fall from your shoulders.” 
    

    
      My sword lay upon the thick rolls of fat at the lord’s neck.
    

    
      “P-Please ask.”
    

    
      The crafty light in his eyes dimmed, filling with a fear of death.
    

    
      “Where is she?”
    

    
      “S-She is in the underground cellar over there,” said the lord, pointing towards the dark interior of the castle with a trembling hand.
    

    
      “I truly pray you aren’t lying.”
    

    
      “I-It is the truth! This humble one swears it upon the name of the God of Truth, Siportyne!”
    

    
      Perhaps muddled by his fear of death, the lord spoke as if talking to a king. I could tell he wasn’t lying.
    

    
      “Kill them all if they resist.”
    

    
      “Alright, my liege.”
    

    
      I left the lord and the knights to a few of the beastmen.
    

    
      ‘Aramis, wait a little.’
    

    
      Because of my mistake, Aramis had suffered.
    

    
      My thoughts filled with her as I ran towards the cellar, sincerely praying that she was safe.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “W-What?! The Gold Wyverns that disappeared appeared in Nerman?!!!”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Excellency. The Information Guild relayed that with certainty.”
    

    
      BAM! 
    

    
      “T-THOSE BASTARDS!!!!!!”
    

    
      One of the five dukes of the Laviter Empire, Yanovis, crashed down a fist so hard it nearly destroyed his sturdy oak desk. Thankfully, they were able to save the Second Prince, but if he had died, the ducal house of Vermilion, which had been carried on for hundreds of years, would have been extinguished under the Emperor’s rage. No, he knew that even now, his political enemies were censuring him with the loss of the Gold Wyverns and for putting the Second Prince in danger as a pretext.
    

    
      However, he had caught the tail of the enemies who had threatened to kill the Second Prince.
    

    
      “The information is almost entirely certain. Not just Gold Wyverns, but the scores of wyverns that disappeared along with His Highness have appeared in Nerman as well.”
    

    
      “These orc shitheads! They dare to disdain the Empire and me.... Argh!!”
    

    
      Duke Yanovis ground his teeth as fury blazed from his eyes. He was old, but with a hale build 190 cm tall and sword skills that reached Master level, he was unrivaled even within the empire. Moreover, his personality was as fiery as none other. The phrase ‘flipped his lid’ could not even begin to express his rage.
    

    
      “My liege, what do you wish to do?”
    

    
      “What do you mean! Of course, we have to strike back! Gather all of the Skyknights, at once!”
    

    
      Fuming like a blazing fire, Yanovis ordered that the Skyknights be gathered as if it were a matter of course. The wyverns in the duchy alone numbered over 100, and if the nobles of neighboring territories were incited, that number would quickly swell to 300 wyverns. For most kingdoms, it was a force that could cause a large-scale local war to break out, if not full-scale war.
    

    
      “My liege, please calm your rage for but a moment,” said one of the duchy’s retainers, Count Davesyen. 
    

    
      “....?”
    

    
      Yanovis thought his retainer would naturally follow the command, so he directed a look of confusion at the noble.
    

    
      “It is not a matter that can be decided easily. The Nerman Plains are a territory of the Bajran Empire, at least in name. They are not maintaining it as actively as in the past, but it is definitely still Bajran land. Moreover, nearly 50 wyverns are flying under the enemy’s banner. It is even possible that attacking will lead to failure.”
    

    
      “W-What did you say? 50 wvyerns? Since when did Nerman have that many wyverns? I heard they had a few flights at most....”
    

    
      Nerman, the territory of the Bajran Empire, was just over the Kovilan Mountains. Yanovis thought he was paying proper attention to it, but because it posed neither particular danger nor attraction, he didn’t pay that much attention. However, things were different if it had a troop of wyverns 50 strong.
    

    
      “Additionally, the lord, a man named Kyre, is said to be an upper-circle magic swordsman. His exact skills are unknown, but it is confirmed that he is a Blade Master and a 6th Circle mage.”
    

    
      “Geh... U-Upper-circle magic swordsman!”
    

    
      Yanovis had lived his life unshaken by anything in the world, but he could not help but let out a cry of surprise at the mention of an upper-circle magic swordsman, a talent of legends. Being a magic swordsman was easier said than done—most were either low-circle magic swordsmen or fated to become cripples from the clash of mana within.
    

    
      “It will not be too late to take revenge after acquiring a little more information. The Bajran Empire must have had some kind of meaning in appointing a man of such skill to Nerman.”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      Feeling his blazing rage cooling down, Yanovis let out a light groan before falling into silence. He may be impatient, but he was no fool. That’s how he had been able to maintain his political power up until now in the Laviter Empire. 
    

    
      “Find out everything there is to know about the man named Kyre. And... ensure the knights are at the ready so they can attack at any moment.”
    

    
      “I shall do as you command.”
    

    
      The matter could never be swept under the rug. If Duke Yanovis knew the enemy’s identity but did not avenge the Second Prince, he would certainly become the subject of mockery in the empire and offend the Imperial Family.
    

    
      ‘Kyre.... Kyre....’
    

    
      Yanovis turned the name of Nerman’s lord, Kyre, around and around in his head.
    

    
      His intense fury became bloodthirst and gleamed bright from within the depths of his eyes.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Crash! 
    

    
      The sturdy iron door that was the cellar’s entrance crashed open noisily at a kick from a beastman.
    

    
      ‘Paladins...’
    

    
      The cellar was rather large. As expected for a cellar of a fortress, sturdy stone pillars were supporting the space. Hazy magic lanterns were lighting up the inside of the cellar, and around 100 meters into the warehouse, I saw people. Even from afar, I recognized the attire of paladins. The white paladin cloaks shining purely even in the darkness dazzled the eyes.
    

    
      As I approached, they did not move.
    

    
      There were a total of five of them. As if they had expected my arrival, they were watching me with unconcerned eyes as I approached.
    

    
      “Halt. stay right where you are.”
    

    
      I approached them carefully in order to look for Aramis, but with 20 meters between us, one of the paladins told me to stop.
    

    
      “Where is she?”
    

    
      ‘Where is Aramis?’
    

    
      I didn’t fear the likes of paladins. However, my heart was frozen stiff because I could not see Aramis anywhere.
    

    
      “Whoever you are looking for, she is not here. Do not provoke Holy Neran any further and leave.”
    

    
      “My liege, I smell her from that box over there.”
    

    
      As soon as the paladin gave his warning, Hasifor’s twitching nose pointed me towards the black box behind the paladins.
    

    
      “You dirty bastards....”
    

    
      I lashed out with a curse towards the paladins who calmly spat out lies. I wanted to cuss them out with something worse, but it was a shame to waste a perfectly good curse on these bastards. These fruit flies were clueless to the true intent of the gods and lived while selling out God’s name.
    

    
      But they were unaware that gods themselves would rejoice to see them die.
    

    
      “I give you a final warning. Leave. Apprentice Priestess Aramis is a faithful servant of Neran. If you leave, in the name of the gods, I shall forgive your crime of kidnapping the innocent Sister Aramis. However.... If you ignore my warning, you will become the enemy of every temple, including the temple of Neran, and will die a horrible death. Not just you, but every creature living on the Nerman Plains....”
    

    
      The paladin blabbered on with his ridiculous threat, saying he would kill not just me, but even the people living in Nerman.
    

    
      “Huhuhu....”
    

    
      There was human trash like this living in 21st century Korea as well, servants of the devil who lived while selling Jesus Christ or Buddha. They scrapped the love and teachings granted by God and only propagated a fear of death, making a fortune off of God’s name.
    

    
      There was no need to leave bastards like this alive. Only after dying would they realize their every word, and every action was merely the flailing of bastards rolling around in a rubbish heap of sins.
    

    
      “Kuku, you done yet? You evil sons of bitches.”
    

    
      “YOU!”
    

    
      At my harsh rebuke, the paladins who were acting like they were so noble and pure took off their masks, baring their shimmering rage.
    

    
      “What, you mad? You damned bastards sucking demon ass, kukuku.”
    

    
      “Die!”
    

    
      Two paladins were unable to hold back and charged, wielding swords filled with clear, silver holy power, which was similar to mana, but labeled as sacred.
    

    
      Whumpf! 
    

    
      I kicked off.
    

    
      ‘Go to hell!’
    

    
      As expected for people called paladins, their attack was incredibly clean. Their sword movements aiming for my upper and lower body were impressive.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      However, that was all.
    

    
      My sword, blazing bright with my furious blue mana, cut through the damp underground air.
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      Two exclamations rang out cleanly, and their bodies halted in the middle of running forward.
    

    
      “God... c-curses....”
    

    
      Pshaaaa! 
    

    
      The paladin wanted to utter a curse from god, but was unable to finish. A fountain of red blood burst out in the damp cellar like a water pipe blowing a leak.
    

    
      Thud, thud. 
    

    
      And then, the two paladins were divided into four, cut diagonally from their shoulders to their lower ribs.
    

    
      Clatter. 
    

    
      The two swords, the light of holy power having gone dim, clattered to the ground amongst the corpses like a death knell.
    

    
      “V-Violent bastard....”
    

    
      “Oh, Gods above...”
    

    
      In the course of life, one ended up meeting a lot of truly laughable sops. Whatever they did was holy, but the actions of others were sinful. Like lines from a third-rate movie, for these weirdos, a certain action was a romance if they did it but an affair if someone else did it. 
    

    
      “Do you truly not fear the wrath of God?! Do you know what you are doing right now, you bastard?!!!!”
    

    
      Of course I knew.
    

    
      In Kallian, if you killed a paladin without reason, you would become an enemy of all the temples. That was the unwritten law of the temples that worshipped the children of the Great God Adeine as gods. Therefore, in recent times, their arrogance had reached a peak and they feared neither emperor nor king, simply because they were borrowing the name of the gods as a shield.
    

    
      “That’s what I want to ask. You treat the love mentioned by God as cheaply as a penny thrown to a barmaid but seek God whenever you are in trouble, how come YOU guys aren’t truly fearful? So you mean to say the bible you read every day doesn’t say the only place for you guys after you kick the bucket is hell? Kukuku.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Unable to respond to my caustic remark, the three remaining paladins simply turned red-faced.
    

    
      I walked towards Aramis.
    

    
      “Alvatio.... saindatiun....”
    

    
      As I neared them, the paladins began muttering in an indecipherable language.
    

    
      ‘Crazy bastards!’
    

    
      It was the descent spell of the paladins, something I’d only heard of, the last-resort chant of the paladins where they offered their bodies to a god as a sacrifice. In exchange, they would gain incredible power for a few minutes through the descent of a god’s strength. 
    

    
      Whirrrrrrrr. 
    

    
      The damp mana particles fused in the underground air gathered around the paladins’ bodies.
    

    
      ‘As expected....’
    

    
      On the outside, they were surrounded by a dazzling white radiance, but I could clearly see the otherworldly mana. As the chant of the paladins grew stronger, the otherworldly mana particles whirled around the paladins like crazy.
    

    
      A kind god would never respond to their descent spell. The paladins whose eyes were growing red were currently unaware that the god answering their descent spell right now was not the god they served, but a god of hell and darkness.
    

    
      “Kill him! Servant of the devil!”
    

    
      “GAAAH!”
    

    
      The paladins wore the explosion of sacred light radiating from their bodies like a mantle. The light of holy power burning intensely from the paladins would have convinced anyone else that a god had descended. 
    

    
      However, I could see it—within the bodies of the paladins danced a joyful festival of demons.
    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      The three paladins approached, swinging swords 2 meters long bristling with evil power. They were swords from hell that could possibly pollute one’s soul the moment you were touched.
    

    
      “Master, it is dangerous!”
    

    
      “GRRRRRRR!”
    

    
      Noticing the danger, the beastmen brought up their mana.
    

    
      ‘Pathetic fools, even your souls have been corrupted.’
    

    
      Such damage could not be healed. Their brains had become polluted by the shit water of hell, something even a god could not repair. 
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      I leapt forward.
    

    
      No matter how strong paladins became, as long as they could not use sacred magic, their brute strength was futile. My sword would not succumb to the likes of flailing from those who had not comprehended true sword technique. I advanced, breathing in the clear, purifying energy of nature as mana.
    

    
      “Protect her!”
    

    
      Flaaash! 
    

    
      When I was about to clash with the paladins, who were slowly losing their reason, I gave the beastmen a command, and they rushed towards her like the wind.
    

    
      CLAAAAANG! 
    

    
      CRAAASH. 
    

    
      Ruuuuumble. 
    

    
      Sparks of mana went flying all over, and the underground cellar shook from the mana shock wave.
    

    
      I did not give them particulars, but the beastmen rushed outside, black box in tow.
    

    
      “GAAAAAARGH!”
    

    
      The blood vessels in the paladins’ eyes must have ruptured, because their crimson eyes were bleeding as they charged towards the beastmen.
    

    
      ‘Not on my watch!’
    

    
      I blocked the cellar door and met the swords of the paladins.
    

    
      CRAAASH! 
    

    
      Perhaps an evil god was dwelling within them, because the paladins displayed incredible power. They were stronger than Master level. They offered their bodies to the gods, but because their souls were corrupted, evil gods were able to maximize their influence. The shell of white light had already disappeared from the paladins’ bodies—instead, they were now covered with a pitch-black aura of darkness.
    

    
      ‘It’s dangerous!’
    

    
      The paladins probably didn’t expect this, either. They had only chanted the descent spell because they thought even if they died, they would be embraced by the goddess they worshipped, Neran.
    

    
      However, a different god embraced them instead. The paladins exuded the intense stench of the Overlord of Hell and the God of Evil, Kerma, whose black maw had swallowed them whole.
    

    
      Cruuuuunch. 
    

    
      Using my sword blazing furiously with mana, I cut stones from the ground and pelted them.
    

    
      Boom. 
    

    
      The bastards sent the hurtling stones flying in an instant and closed in on me.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      However, the stones gave me a short moment to collect my breath.
    

    
      “GO! EXPLOSION!!!!”
(PR/N: a Megumin fan i see)
    

    
      I had just enough time to cast the 6th Circle flame magic I had memorized.
    

    
      Whirr whirrr. 
    

    
      With the door leading outside at my back, I flung the flames of magic at the enemies.
    

    
      “GAAAAAHH!”
    

    
      “KYAAAAAAK!”
    

    
      The final sparks of life blazed within the paladins, no, the demonic knights. They charged recklessly towards me with their swords aloft. Their souls, which had lost all reason, wanted to drag me into hell along with them.
    

    
      “Ghost Meteor!”
    

    
      Dragging out mana from my mana core, which had been sucked of mana from the spells, I peppered the bastards with a final blow, eight Blade Swords.
    

    
      BAAAAM! 
    

    
      FWOOOOOOOOOOOSH! 
    

    
      Red flames exploded on the ground beneath their feet.
    

    
      Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip! 
    

    
      And then, punching through the fire, eight Blade Swords punched through their bodies as they charged.
    

    
      Babaaaam! 
    

    
      Though they may have briefly gained strength rivaling a Master, a Master was not determined by strength alone. Blade Swords unleashed by a true Master ripped their cursed bodies to shreds before disappearing within the flames.
    

    
      “GAAAAAAARGHH!”
    

    
      “AAAAAAGHHHH!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      As their bodies were cut into pieces, the paladins screamed as if the soul of the devil was finally leaving their bodies.
    

    
      Fwoooooooooosh. 
    

    
      The heaving flames of mana quickly swallowed their bodies.
    

    
      CRUUUMBLE. 
    

    
      And then, shaken by the mana shockwaves, the underground pillars lost their balance and began to collapse one after another.
    

    
      I hastily ran out.
    

    
      “UWAAHH! IT’S COLLAPSING!”
    

    
      “R-RUN!!!!!!!”
    

    
      With the central building of the formerly sturdy fortress about to collapse, the screams of soldiers were echoing everywhere.
    

    
      GUOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Just then, Bebeto flew to my side.
    

    
      Whumpf! 
    

    
      I leapt off the ground onto his back.
    

    
      Holding the box with Aramis inside, the beastmen were already getting on top of a Gold Wyvern. 
    

    
      That was the moment marking the end of the short, but fierce battle.
    

    
      CRAAAAAAAAAAAAAAASH! 
    

    
      Underneath me came the boom of the enormous stones crashing down, followed by a huge cloud of red dust that covered the fortress in an instant.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      With the powerful beats of his wings, Bebeto flew into the skies.
    

    
      Whooooosh. 
    

    
      The refreshing breeze of the skies embraced me, as if to erase the dirty memories that had occurred below.
    

    
      “Haah....”
    

    
      I let out the long sigh I’d been holding.
    

    
      The only thing left to do was to return to my home, Nerman.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 85: Someone You Should Not Mess With
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Yaaaaaaawn....”
    

    
      The bright morning sun shone into my room. Like Snow White waking up after eating a poisoned apple, a certain woman slowly opened her eyes while stretching wide.
    

    
      “!! L-Lord Kyre...”
    

    
      After a nice, long stretch, the woman was startled by the sight of me as she opened her eyes.
    

    
      “Did you have a nice dream?”
    

    
      “Yes... But when did you come back?”
    

    
      As if she had dreamt long and sweet, Aramis slept for another day after being brought out of the magic box. She looked at me with surprised eyes, as if completely unaware of what had transpired.
    

    
      “You don’t remember anything?”
    

    
      “Huh? Remember? Um... It feels like I fell asleep after praying in the temple... Why am I here? In Lord Kyre’s room...”
    

    
      Aramis stopped, her face turning red.
    

    
      ‘What a relief.’
    

    
      It seemed she had slept while inside the magic box. Rather, she seemed to have forgotten that she had gotten kidnapped altogether.
    

    
      “Haha. I’m not sure, I also found it strange. I came back quickly because I wanted to see you, Lady Aramis, but I was very surprised to find you sleeping oh so peacefully on my bed.”
    

    
      “O-Oh my, really? I was?” Aramis’ large eyes grew wide.
    

    
      “That’s right, would I have laid Lady Aramis on my bed? Would I, a person of chivalry, have possibly been so shameless as to kidnap the pure Lady Aramis and bring her to my room? With my subordinates watching with wide-open eyes, at that?”
    

    
      “T-Then...”
    

    
      Trailing off, Aramis covered her face with the hem of the blanket.
    

    
      ‘What a relief.’
    

    
      I had been worried that the kind-hearted Aramis might have gotten traumatized, but she didn’t remember anything. My regret for failing to protect her became quite a bit lighter.
    

    
      “Wake up already, sleepy Princess. You should eat and find the strength to comfort the weary souls waiting outside, should you not?” I said jokingly, approaching Aramis, who was still covering her face with the blanket.
    

    
      “M-Meanie!” she murmured from the blanket.
    

    
      ‘Thank you, Aramis.’
    

    
      I was so thankful that she had appeared in front of me again like this without a single injury.
    

    
      I softly embraced Aramis, whose face was covered.
    

    
      As I did so, she trembled delicately like a bird in the rain.
    

    
      “Tonight... Let us go to the sea.”
    

    
      “Yes...” responded Aramis bashfully.
    

    
      ‘Oh Neran...’
    

    
      Gratitude towards the goddess above surged within me.
    

    
      I bowed my head with sincerity towards the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, who sent this angel to my side.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘I love you...’
    

    
      Aramis remembered everything that occurred from the moment she was kidnapped.
    

    
      Locked in the small box, she was unable to move, but she could hear everything. If things went wrong, it was possible she might have been dragged to the temple and would have never been able to see the light of day ever again.
    

    
      However, Aramis never gave up.
    

    
      She prayed desperately.
    

    
      She prayed that the man who brought happiness to the depths of her soul, the man who would certainly be sent by God, would come and save her.
    

    
      And God answered.
    

    
      God sent that man to save her, the faithful child who never gave up and continued to pray. Sweeping away adversity and danger, he delivered that man to save Aramis from the hands of darkness.
    

    
      ‘This, I vow. Until the day you come to rest, I will be your eternal shadow.’
    

    
      Aramis keenly felt the warmth of the man’s arms and chest softly embracing her.
    

    
      Resisting her brimming tears, Aramis vowed not to God, but to herself.
    

    
      She vowed to live for God and this man, until the day she met the Reaper of Death... 
      

    

    
      “He must absolutely not be forgiven! If we do not act this time as well, the nobles and every citizen and soldier of the kingdom will turn their backs on the Royal Family!”
    

    
      “Indeed. A definite answer has already come from the Bajran Empire, after all. They said the Imperial Family never gave a command to attack, and any punishment will be entrusted to our kingdom.” 
    

    
      “If we convene the Southern Army and the Royal Family’s Skyknights, as well as the Skyknights of the nobles with pent-up anger, we can easily reach a force of 200. If we dispatch the available 100,000 soldiers at the same time, we will be able to hunt down the Lord of Nerman!”
    

    
      “Please lay down your decision, Your Majesty! He may be a count of the Bajran Empire, but we cannot simply forgive him and move on!”
    

    
      “He is an arrogant man. He has offended most of the magic towers on the continent, a major merchant group, and this time, he even killed temple paladins! He must be punished in the name of the Royal Family. Please permit the expedition! Your Majesty!!!!”
    

    
      Inside the royal palace of the Havis Kingdom, one of the oldest kingdoms existing on the continent, King Germanian, a ruler struggling to raise the wavering spirits of a kingdom that had passed its glory days, was listening to the vexation of the nobles with a look of fatigue. 
    

    
      Ten days ago, a battle had broken out in Calvaron County, the territory in charge of the northern border. The Lord of Nerman, a man named Count Kyre, crossed into the kingdom’s territory with a formation of wyverns and attacked. 
    

    
      At first, the nobles of the kingdom thought it was a warning from the Bajran Empire, so they stayed mum. However, on the chance that they were mistaken, they sent a letter to the Imperial Family, and the response had everyone who could claim to be a patriot squawking noisily at the palace for ten days.
    

    
      Even though there was only half the number of nobles giving impassioned speeches compared to when the King was young and though Havis was no longer the kingdom it had been in the past, the nobles believed national power had been restored to some extent and that the glory they lost could be regained.
    

    
      “Everyone, silence. His Majesty the King must have his own thoughts.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      One of the two dukes of the kingdom who represented the nobles, Duke Hanskane, hushed the nobles into silence. 
    

    
      Instead of serving the King, the symbol of royal authority that was as infirm as the kingdom that was breaking apart and crumbling down, the nobles of Havis Kingdom were now basically vassals of the two empires that shared borders with the kingdom.
    

    
      For the first time in a while, those nobles sought the King’s opinion. Hiding their deep ire and eagerness to punish Nerman, they left the formal decision to King Germanian. 
    

    
      ‘In the end, will the kingdom’s history end with me....’
    

    
      The kingdom did not even have a prince to carry on the line. For whatever reason, for several generations, the Havis Kingdom had struggled to produce heirs. The life of the Royal Family that had barely managed to make it this far had reached its end. The only person he could call his descendant was a single, beautiful princess, and the King was tired of everything. He just wanted to toss away the crown of empty power and rest.
    

    
      “From what I have heard, Count Kyre possesses considerable military might, so will it do to attack him? If we are, gods forbid, defeated by him, then the existence of the kingdom itself could be endangered.”
    

    
      Havis was a kingdom that could crumble at any time, but even so, he was a king who could not give up like a madman on the kingdom his ancestor had protected.
    

    
      “Your Majesty! Please do not say such a timid thing! I fear that the people may hear.”
    

    
      “Indeed. Other nations are already calling our kingdom a lame kingdom, but if you say such things, Your Majesty, what will become of us?”
    

    
      “You are all impudent! How dare you make such ludicrous remarks to His Majesty the King!”
    

    
      “What ludicrous remarks?! Most of the nobles here think that way! Sir Coberon is the one who should watch his mouth!”
    

    
      “You....”
    

    
      The few loyalist nobles present could only grind their teeth in fury at the nobles who treated the King and the Royal Family like cowards. However, that was all they could do. They may be called loyalists, but now, their numbers were so few that they could no longer ensure their own safety.
    

    
      “Please stop. Everything happened because the Royal Family was lacking power. The Royal Family will settle this matter.”
    

    
      A clear voice rang out within the royal palace, which was quickly becoming stormy. The nobles turned towards Princess Rosiathe, who was sitting next to the King.
    

    
      “By settle, you mean....”
    

    
      Duke Hanskane, who had the face of a catfish with wide-set eyes, indirectly turned his fire on the Princess. He had the expression of someone delighted to catch prey. A prey much more fun to play with than the old king.
    

    
      “I heard that the matter occurred because the paladins of Neran kidnapped Nerman’s Saintess. I shall personally visit the Lord of Nerman, Count Kyre, hear what he has to say, and settle the negotiation.”
    

    
      “Hooh, are you saying you will personally go, Princess? If something were to go awry, would that not endanger the safety of the kingdom? Moreover, the Crown Prince of the Bajran Empire has his heart set on the Princess, so if something were to go wrong....”
    

    
      Hanskane trailed off, examining Princess Rosiathe with a sly gaze.
    

    
      ‘Ah... This isn’t a kingdom, but a dirty pigsty,’ thought Rosiathe with sadness.
    

    
      Many of these nobles were staring at the Royal Family’s successor, the one who would become their next master, with unclean looks. It was no different from the way it felt when the Crown Prince of the Bajran Empire was looking at her.
    

    
      “I clearly said so, did I not. The Royal Family will take responsibility for everything.”
    

    
      The King was sitting next to her, but Rosiathe spoke firmly, with strength.
    

    
      At that sight, the nobles flinched. Ever since the King became sick twenty years ago and lost his will to protect his standing, the Havis Royal Family had been nearly reduced to figureheads.
    

    
      However, they were surprised when the princess they had considered a pretty, ornamental flower, not a competitor, stepped forward with such resolve.
    

    
      “By those words, do you mean to say the Royal Family will take all responsibility for this incident? If negotiations fail, then not only will you have to pay reparations for Calvaron Territory, but you may also lose the trust of many nobles and citizens. May you think well and make your decision, Princess Rosiathe.”
    

    
      Hanskane emphasized the word “Princess.”
    

    
      Anyone with half a brain could feel it. That right now, Duke Hanskane was mocking the Princess and the Royal Family.
    

    
      “I will do so. If I am unable to settle matters amicably, as a loyal vassal, you can personally lead soldiers to catch the Lord of Nerman, Duke Hanskane.”
    

    
      Not to be outdone, Rosiathe glared at the duke while emphasizing “loyal.”
    

    
      “If that is what you intend, Princess, then do as you please. Whatever anyone says, Havis Kingdom belongs to His Majesty the King and the Princess, does it not.”
    

    
      Bowing his head to show respect, Duke Hanskane took a step back.
    

    
      ‘If things go wrong....’
    

    
      The topic was Nerman’s invasion, but there were many nobles intending to threaten the King whether this matter went well or not. The possible dethronement of the king had hung in the air for several years. They did not move because of a lack of pretext, but as long as there was justification, they would act right away.
    

    
      ‘This might have been for the best. Count Kyre.... if it is him, he might be able to save this rotten kingdom of mine.’
    

    
      She had shouted confidently at the nobles, but Rosiathe was a young woman not even twenty years old.
    

    
      Unbeknownst to her, she ended up leaning on Kyre, who had a sturdy back she wanted to pin her hopes on. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been able to shout so confidently in front of the nobles like today.
    

    
      Then, we shall move to the next item. The upcoming harvest season....”
    

    
      The meeting of nobles continued, save for Rosiathe, who was lost in thought thinking about Kyre.
    

    
      The nobles in the palace did not know.
    

    
      They did not know that they were baring their blades at someone they should not have even thought of messing with....
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      “Derval, from today onwards, monitor every magic tower and merchant group. Keep a precise record of tax evasion frequency and prohibited item trade.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      “Also, we will ban the activity of the Information Guild and dark guilds. If guild members who have not formally received permission from me are discovered, they will be arrested and confined immediately, they will then be turned into slaves, and whatever they own will be confiscated. This will come into effect immediately, without delay.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      ‘The inside of one’s home needs to be kept tidy. Even a large dam can be toppled by a small hole. The enemies inside are scarier than the ones outside.’
    

    
      Those were the teachings I learned of in the countless biographies I read when I was a kid. I took the ‘Records of the Three Kingdoms’ that I had particularly enjoyed as a reference. 
    

    
      ‘The enemies will soon come rushing in. A pack of hungry coyotes ready to rip me and Nerman apart....’
    

    
      I knew without a trace of doubt that I had more than one or two enemies. The magic towers, the empire, merchant groups, and even the temples, all these institutions that had become accustomed to the rotten, pre-existing world, were all my enemies.
    

    
      However, I wasn’t afraid.
    

    
      With my loyal knights, the people who believed and relied on me, and my personal ability, it was worth giving it a shot.
    

    
      “How is the Skyknight training going?”
    

    
      “Currently, we have a total of 47 wyverns and 43 Skyknights.”
    

    
      ‘We already have nearly 50.’
    

    
      The 22 wyverns we had recently scored from the Laviter Empire guys played an enormous role in the boosted numbers.
    

    
      ‘Rumors must have reached them by now.’
    

    
      I had landed Gold Wyverns symbolizing the Laviter Empire in the covert in clear view, so there was no way the empire, which acquired information swiftly, still didn’t know. The result of that would soon appear.
    

    
      “As you all know, the enemies will soon bare their fangs at Nerman. And they are enemies who are difficult to face.” 
    

    
      Everyone was well aware, even without me saying so. 
    

    
      “Those willing to die will live, and those willing to live will die. I hope everyone is prepared to fight every single day and that you all devote yourselves to your missions. That is all, today’s meeting ends here.”
    

    
      [TN: ‘Those willing to die will live, and those willing to live will die’ is the most famous saying of Admiral Yi Sun-sin.] 
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      Military discipline was properly present. I was satisfied to see that even the mischievous Ryker was energetically giving a military salute.
    

    
      “Sir Derval, stay behind for a moment.”
    

    
      “Please excuse us.”
    

    
      “Do your best out there.”
    

    
      They might still be tired from the battle yesterday, but my Skyknights had to go out on patrols early in the morning. Right now, in order to secure the territory’s safety, their hard work was even more necessary than ever before.
    

    
      “Derval....”
    

    
      “Please speak, my liege.”
    

    
      “I’m doing well, right?”
    

    
      “Of course. My liege! You are making a mark heretofore unprecedented in continental history.”
    

    
      Ever my enthusiastic fan, Derval, was startled and planted me in continental history.
    

    
      “Haha, thank you. Actually, I wanted to hear that.”
    

    
      ‘It really is true that studying is the easiest thing to do.’
    

    
      Just like what the seniors said, there was nothing as easy as studying. The more you studied, the better your grades would be. Your effort determined the result. But I, a teenager who was not even an adult and still lacking in many ways, was trying to be a lord. And I was a lord with absolute power over life and death to a population of 500,000 at that.
    

    
      “That aside, if the Havis Kingdom uses yesterday’s incident as a pretext to wage war or close the border, how much of a blow do you think that will be for the territory?”
    

    
      “In fact, I was thinking about that all day yesterday. As you say, my liege, it is no exaggeration to say that Nerman’s life or death is hinged on the Havis Kingdom right now. From provisions, which we have not yet gained self-sufficiency with, to clothing, salt, and even arrowheads, to daily necessities for life and military equipment, we are currently unable to properly produce such goods within the territory. If the Havis Kingdom border is closed, then....”
    

    
      Even the smart Derval was unable to continue. He was foreseeing the same thing as me.
    

    
      ‘If it was the 21st century, I could have just made a road through the mountains.... Damn.’
    

    
      In front of us was the ocean, on both sides were deep mountains, and behind us was an awkward relationship. If I could, I would have punched through the mountains and laid a new road.
    

    
      “They will not be able to close the border right away. In any case, the Havis Kingdom’s military power is on the level of a duchy, and they do not have the strength to match the major merchant group doing business with Nerman. However, the smaller merchants, mercenaries, and various immigrants coming to Nerman will find their movements restricted. Of course, the acquisition of military goods, like war horses, will also be restricted.” 
    

    
      ‘We’re still so disadvantaged, huh.’
    

    
      Even with the knowledge of an archmage and 21st century experience, I alone could not change Nerman. We had run without resting this far, but the result was not as satisfactory as I expected.
    

    
      ‘We can’t let ourselves get tied down by something like the Havis Kingdom. I have to make the others, not I, be at a disadvantage.’
    

    
      It wasn’t pride, but iron will that drove me. Someone did once say that it was best when others were struggling, after all.
    

    
      “If Nerman can become a producer of salt, what do you think will happen? What will happen if the salt produced is cheaper and better quality than rock salt and the other kinds?”
    

    
      “Salt?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Salt.”
    

    
      “If that can be achieved, then we will not have to worry about something like the Havis Kingdom. Even now, consumption rate is greater than the yield, so salt is one of the strategic reserve goods in every kingdom. But if we could make cheaper and good quality salt and distribute it, the likes of the Havis Kingdom will be unable to stop Nerman.”
    

    
      Once again, Derval’s thoughts aligned with mine. 
    

    
      ‘I have to make salt farms, and nice, big ones at that.’ In 21st century Earth, making a salt farm might be an easy matter, but it wasn’t so simple on Kallian. That was because there was no equipment here that could draw seawater and dry it. ‘I’ll lay the floor with cement and cover that with black stones. Then....’
    

    
      Unlike cement from the 21st century, which was made with all sorts of junk, Kallian cement was made with pure minerals. Even if they had trace amounts of toxicity, it wasn’t anything to worry about.
    

    
      “Oh right, how many of the carriages I designed did we procure?”
    

    
      “That is... It is not an easy matter. In order to make a carriage with the performance you desire, my lord, a great deal of aged cortan wood is required, but the territory currently lacks lumber. I think it will only be possible if we go into the Rual Mountains. So for now, as unfortunate as it is, we are making the carriages with regular wood.”
    

    
      “Procure the lumber even if you must mobilize soldiers to do so. It is something absolutely necessary for territory development, so procure as much as possible.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege.”
    

    
      ‘The help of the elves and dwarves is unconditionally necessary, too.’
    

    
      At least for now, Nerman did not need to fear the enemies all over too much. But if things proceeded as planned, that too would actively change.
    

    
      “Also....”
    

    
      Knock knock. 
    

    
      “My lord, I believe your presence is necessary outside.”
    

    
      I was about to give Derval another order when a knight’s voice came from outside.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Residents have come to see you, my lord.”
    

    
      “Residents?” I asked in confusion.
    

    
      ‘Do they have something important to say?’
    

    
      I tried to give the residents the best treatment I could manage. On this continent, other nobles treated commoners almost like livestock, but I couldn’t do that. The conviction deep in my heart that we were all equal did not permit me to carelessly kill people or look at them like livestock. As such, I gave the residents here treatment that was exceptional when compared to other kingdoms or territories.
    

    
      Such residents were here to see me.
    

    
      “My liege, I will go take a look.”
    

    
      “No, they have come to see the lord, so I should be the one going out.”
    

    
      Even so, I did not grant them infinite rights like the free citizens of the 21st century. The wheels of thought, culture, and history had to turn like they had on Earth for such a day to come for the people of Kallian as well. I didn’t want to enlighten the people of the continent and explain democracy all on my own. That would be like forcing a baby that had just learned to walk to run a marathon.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “We humbly greet the Lord!”
    

    
      ‘W-What’s all this?’
    

    
      As soon as I left the headquarters building that was serving as my office, I was met with the sight of hundreds of people kneeling and greeting me as soon as I appeared. In front of the crowd were dozens of carriages. Piled up within the carriages were delicious-looking, freshly picked corn, fruit like watermelon, and potatoes the size of an adult’s fist.
    

    
      “What is all this?”
    

    
      From the looks of it, there were more than a few villages gathered here. It looked like people from at least ten villages had come to see me.
    

    
      “This is a small sign of our feelings towards the Lord of Nerman, who was delivered unto us by the Goddess of Mercy. The Lord’s care has allowed us to experience the first bumper crop of our lives! It may be embarrassing to offer to the Lord, but driven by our overwhelming gratitude towards the Lord, we brought the first harvest of grain and fruit from every village. Please, may you accept them without reservation.”
    

    
      “May you accept them!”
    

    
      The oldest grandpa chief among all the chiefs who came along ardently requested that I accept the crops. 
    

    
      ‘Is it already time for the harvest....?’
    

    
      The time had passed so hectically. Memories from the last few months swept through my head like a film reel.
    

    
      “I shall eat them with gratitude.”
    

    
      I would have liked to bow my head to show my gratitude, but my position was their lord and master. I couldn’t rashly lower myself.
    

    
      “Thank you very much! Thank you very much! Your Lordship!”
    

    
      “Hng hng, who knew such a moment would come in our lives....”
    

    
      Most commoners on the continent lived miserably. There were high taxes, and the nobles did not treat them like equal humans. And the Nerman Plains was a harder place to live than most. The unrelenting attacks of monsters was comparable to merciless exploitation.
      

    

    
      Just like what the weeping residents said, these people had probably never dared to think that they might one day be able to farm in peace.
    

    
      ‘Just wait a bit more. I will make Nerman the best territory to live in, better than any other place on the continent.’
    

    
      The wholehearted sincerity I could grant these people were the basics of human survival: food, clothing, and shelter.
    

    
      ‘But who are those guys?’
    

    
      After Aramis’ kidnapping incident, the security around the covert had become tighter. I could sense the familiar feel of mana from among the people watching from outside.
    

    
      “Derval, bring those robed people to the office.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Derval must have noticed the suspicious people as well, because he responded immediately and quietly gave a command to the knight next to him.
    

    
      “Also, do a thorough check when the residents go back to see if they need anything, and if they do, then spare nothing to aid them.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege.”
    

    
      The grain and fruits wouldn’t amount to much in coins, but they were food filled with the feelings of the residents towards me, which I was grateful towards. I couldn’t eat them for free.
    

    
      “Take the best of the crop and offer it to the Temple of Neran.”
    

    
      I couldn’t be so rude as to eat this tasty-looking food first when the temple was right in front of me. Like the ancient mountain gods who protected Korea, there were temple grannies and grandpas taking care of this continent as well.
    

    
      It was only right to treat them with respect.
    

    
      That was just the basics for anyone born with an ounce of respect from a proper family.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Mages? Hooh, so they’ve finally shown up, huh.’
    

    
      There had been mages among the mercenaries, but no one had really applied to join. For whatever reason, the few mages who did apply suddenly vanished, and no one came to apply as a soldier, either. And that was even with the outstanding hiring conditions I offered.
    

    
      Who knew what wind blew these guys in, but seven mages appeared in my office. With their adventuring robes and swords, they looked like third-rate mercenaries, but they could not hide the sensation of mana coming from their bodies.
    

    
      “You seem like mages. Do you have something to say to me?”
    

    
      The mages flinched, shocked that I immediately uncovered their identities.
    

    
      “So the Lord truly is someone walking the path of a magic swordsman, like the rumors said.”
    

    
      ‘Is this guy the leader?’
    

    
      He looked to be at the 4th Circle at best. He was already in his mid-forties, and it didn’t look like he had extraordinary skill. The rest were in the 3rd Circle, the point where they could barely be called mages, and they ranged between thirty to forty years of age.
    

    
      “Let me ask again. Do you have something to say to me?”
    

    
      Being such a mighty mage, from the way this guy talked, it didn’t seem like he had swallowed his pride.
    

    
      “We have come because we wanted to ask if the promise you made is still valid.”
    

    
      “Promise?”
    

    
      “Yes. We want to know if you can give us the upper-circle tomes we want if we come under you.”
    

    
      ‘Just look at this guy?’
    

    
      How great would it have been if these guys had come sooner, while I was asking nicely? I had run myself so ragged these past few months trying to cover a territory the size of a duchy as its sole mage. I had offered extraordinary conditions, including magic tomes, but these mages ignored me and only came calling now.
    

    
      They had probably been unable to believe my words up until now. It was custom among mages that unless you were a mage of a magic tower, magic knowledge was passed almost exclusively from master to disciple. Even in a magic tower, only those recognized as having outstanding skills were allowed to look at upper-circle tomes.
    

    
      So it was no surprise that mages (who were distrustful to begin with) would not believe that a baronet, and someone who was known to use a sword at that, would distribute magic tomes.
    

    
      After all, the entitled were more cold-hearted, and smartasses were undone by their own misgivings.
    

    
      “Why do you ask?” I asked, provoking the mages’ pride with a slight sneer. Anyone else would have probably taken the hint and hurried to welcome them with open arms, but not me.
    

    
      ‘You dare to raise your heads so high and mighty around me!’
    

    
      “You ask even though you know exactly why, are you looking down on us? That is quite unpleasant.”
    

    
      “Unpleasant? HAHAHAHAHAHAHA!” After a moment of incredulity, loud laughter burst out in the room. “Did you just say unpleasant?”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The mages bit their lips at my query, likely feeling quite humiliated from my actions and speech.
    

    
      “It seems we were mistaken. I suppose the rumor that the Lord is different from other nobles was untrue; I have once again come to realize the fact that you really do have to meet someone in person to see their true self,” said the leading mage in his forties with a frigid voice. There were traces of a beard shaved early in the morning running along his sharp jawline, as if to say he was still a mage in name.
    

    
      “Laughable fools.”
    

    
      “YOU!!!!!”
    

    
      “Arghh.”
    

    
      As a mage, one would be welcomed anywhere. In particular, if you were a formal mage at the 3rd Circle, you would be treated with respect in any kingdom’s rural territory. But I called such mages “laughable fools,” causing the poor sops to grow red-faced with outrage.
    

    
      “Just who are you bastards to think you have the right to say such things to me? From the looks of it, you were either chased out of magic towers or cast away by your instructors, but for people who have barely learned a few kinds of magic, you carry the title of ‘mage’ around your shoulders so proudly. Huhu, despite the fact that you would run away pissing your pants if you came face to face with an orc.”
    

    
      “Do shut your mouth! You may be the Lord of Nerman, but you have no right to say such things to us!!!!!”
    

    
      The mage screamed in rage at my scathing remarks. When I rubbed salt into his painful reality, the thread of reason he had struggled to maintain snapped.
    

    
      And he dared to lose his temper at me. 
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      “Gugh!”
    

    
      Thud! 
    

    
      My hand buzzed with recoil from a heavy impact. The mage that had flapped his mouth so wonderfully in front of me let out a short groan before clutching his belly and sinking to the ground.
    

    
      “Ngh...”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Faced with sudden violence, the mages turned pale.
    

    
      “Did you want to act cute in front of me, or did you think you could intimidate me with the spells you showed off in front of the powerless commoners herding sheep outside? Besides that haughty mouth of yours, I mean. Kukuku.”
    

    
      I laughed like a wicked villain as I glared at the mages. Not daring to meet my sharp gaze, they either ducked their heads or looked elsewhere.
    

    
      “How dare you act so proud in front of me when you don’t even know your place. You powerless people with no place to go should be lowering your heads to the strong, but you put your faith in that inferior scrap of strength and fool around. Even though you wouldn’t even be able to block a single Fire Ball of mine.”
    

    
      Whiiiiiiiiirrrr. 
    

    
      As soon as I finished, I activated my circles, and the thick and intense sensation of mana instantly filled the office.
    

    
      “Eurgh....”
    

    
      “!!!”
    

    
      “H-How can this be?!”
    

    
      Didn’t someone say that guns were king in front of gangsters, and that rank was unbeatable in the army? When I showed off my mana, the mages trembling in fear looked around with respect, intoxicated with the sensation of the dense mana whirling around them.
    

    
      ‘You jerks, how dare you fool around.’
    

    
      If they had come to me saying “Your Lordship, my name is bla bla bla, I will work harder than anyone else in the future, so would you please grant the gift of the heavens, the magic tomes, to me. I pledge allegiance to you with my life,” things wouldn’t have blown up like this.
    

    
      But these guys lost all sense of fear and wanted to evaluate me. They didn’t even have any skills, just a whole lot of pride.
    

    
      “Do you see now how pathetic your skills are? You’ll barely reach the 4th Circle and spend your life hunting orcs with mercenaries before going belly up on some unnamed street, how dare you come in here with your heads held high just because you’re mages? As people who were chased out of magic towers or tossed aside by your instructors, you should live a little more humbly. Tsk tsk, it’s simply disgraceful that I’m a mage like you guys.”
    

    
      “Please stop!”
    

    
      “Shut up! W-What do you think you know to say such things to us!!”
    

    
      “ARGH! Unforgivable!!!”
    

    
      ‘Ohh! A man should have that much spine, at least.’
    

    
      These guys were also aware that even if they acted high and mighty here, they would either get hit by me or be locked up in prison by my knights. However, the mages bared their teeth and growled at my mocking words.
    

    
      Now I was interested.
    

    
      “You wanna fight? It’s obvious that besides this loon, the rest of you are 3rd Circle mages, so did you plan on casting a Fire Arrow or something at me? Or Lightning? Puhahahaha!”
    

    
      You might be designated a mage from the 3rd Circle onwards, but at that level, they were still far from the mages feared by the commoners. The strongest offensive magic in their arsenal was Lightning, at best. Usually, when mercenaries hired 3rd Circle mages, it was to cast strengthening spells, status magic like Hold, or healing magic. Knights capable of using Aura Blade or skilled mercenaries had zero reason to fear a 3rd Circle mage.
    

    
      “Get out of my sight!” As my cold words rang out in the office, the mages shut their mouths and glared at me. “You could have come when I was being nice, but what makes you think you can pull an arrogant stunt like this when you’ve barely got any real magic? Do I look like someone who is free enough to deal with trash like you? Do I, someone holding the lives of hundreds of thousands of Nerman residents, look like someone who can afford to play around with you?!?!?!”
    

    
      These mages did not appear when I needed them, and the available mages all ran away one day. But now these guys showed up like they own the place and demanded magic tomes.
    

    
      “Scram. I don’t raise losers.”
    

    
      Even if I didn’t take these guys in, I had the beastmen, and they were mages who would jump into flames at my order.
    

    
      “W-We also wanted to come.... But the magic towers gave every mage the edict that anyone who submitted to you would be immediately erased from the Log of Mages. No matter how pathetic we are as mages.... We are still mages. For us, something like the Log of Mages, the last trace of our existence as mages who serve mana and will live and die for mana, is... Argh.” 
    

    
      The mage who had eaten my fist and collapsed on the ground suddenly raised his head and wept as he told me why they hadn’t been able to come.
    

    
      ‘Magic towers... You orc dongs...’
    

    
      When you became a 3rd Circle mage, it was compulsory to record your name in the Log of Mages. I had heard of it, too. You could only act in the continent as a mage if you were registered in the mage directory called the Log of Mages.
    

    
      If your name was scrubbed from the Log of Mages, a mage would have nowhere left to go.
    

    
      “Huhu, so you want to use that as an excuse? Are a few lines in that stupid Log that don’t help in the least with one’s growth in the ways of magic so important that you would waste the last opportunity of your life?”
    

    
      “We couldn’t believe you! So many nobles strung us along, saying they would give us magic tomes or introduce us to a magic tower! Not a single one of them kept their promise to us, mages without affiliation or master! At best, they would throw a few coins at us, and that was it! We also want to learn! We want to become acquaintances of mana more than anyone! We want to live and die proudly on this world as children of mana, not as the shameful mages we are!” screamed the mage.
    

    
      I understood.
    

    
      On 21st century Earth as well, no matter how skilled you might be, without connections, kinship, and blood ties, rising to the upper class was but a pipe dream.
    

    
      And as a place where the same humans lived, Kallian was no different. Even among mages, the elite of the elite, they formed cliques and ostracized the unlucky budding sprouts. 
    

    
      “I apologize for coming so late. But please understand why we could only come like this. It took this much time to decide that you weren’t someone who would simply take advantage of us like the other nobles. If... If you are willing to give us a chance... I will put my life on the line to entrust the Lord with my mana. This I vow, in the name of mana!”
    

    
      A vow made in the name of mana wasn’t so fierce that you would dissipate into mana particles the moment you broke the vow, but it would linger in the mind whenever you cast magic and restrict spell manifestation. It was an absolute promise only a mage could make.
    

    
      “I will devote my entire life to you, Your Lordship! I beg of you... Please allow us to live and die as children of mana!”
    

    
      “Please!!!!!!”
    

    
      “Argh....”
    

    
      Thud, thud. 
    

    
      In a sudden reversal of attitude, the mages that were said to be nothing without their pride all fell to their knees, hot tears flowing from their eyes.
    

    
      ‘Sigh....’
    

    
      I could understand their feelings.
    

    
      It was said that once you stepped on the road of a mage, you could no longer walk a different path. That feeling of being on top of the world the moment you cast magic, that hope of experiencing a stronger power of mana with a little more effort, I understood them too. You would want to get closer to the path of mana even if you had to sell your wife and kids.
    

    
      That passion that could drive you crazy, you would never be able to understand if you weren’t a mage.
    

    
      That’s why mages hardly ever married and burned up their youth in smelly research rooms and practice rooms.
    

    
      To be honest, I needed mages. It was no exaggeration to say the beastmen holed up in the practice room were specialized in combat magic. The reason my bad-tempered Master cast them aside was probably because their natures were so specialized for combat magic. The knowledge in my head was telling me that just like how children needed to eat food from all five food groups in order to grow, mages needed to be well-versed not just in combat spells, but also in theory, practical experience, the arcane, and alchemy. 
    

    
      ‘If I can just raise them well...’
    

    
      Moreover, mages were absolutely necessary for current territory development.
    

    
      “Leave.”
    

    
      “...Argh.”
    

    
      “Just kill us ...”
    

    
      The mages looked at me like they would rather commit seppuku here and now.
    

    
      “Ask anyone outside and they’ll tell you where the building we are temporarily using as a magic tower is.”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “T-Then, you will—!”
    

    
      “Let me see the way you live and die without shame as true children of mana.”
    

    
      “My lord!!!!”
    

    
      Understanding my implication, snot and tears ran down the mages’ faces.
    

    
      ‘Just know you’re all done for!’
    

    
      I accepted them, but I had no intent to easily guide them to the sweet world of mana.
    

    
      What suddenly popped up in my head was a certain miserable magic training method and the spells I had learned with my life on the line under Master Bumdalf.
    

    
      ‘Do you guys know what tear-soaked boar tastes like?’
    

    
      There was no way these mages sobbing with emotion would know. That the Golden-Eyed Reaper, Aidal, whose name alone made the continent tremble in fear 100 years ago, was a devil wearing a human mask, a man who went beyond shamelessness and into demon territory was worse than every Dark Knight put together.
    

    
      I intended to give these guys a taste of that wickedness and make them wish they had never been born as children of mana, an experience they would never forget even in death...
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 87: There’s No Such Thing as Free
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘First, we have to construct long roads in every direction, and then we have to build a few bridges. Then, we’ll make defensive bases in important places, mid-sized cities as well as the smaller cities and villages connected to them, and set up administration to govern them.’
    

    
      As if my sweet break was naught but a memory, once I returned to the territory, I had to tackle various problems. I didn’t know how other kingdoms or territories handled this sort of stuff, but I intended to build the conveniences I enjoyed on Earth here in this territory.
    

    
      ‘The top priority is road construction.’
    

    
      If I had trucks and other various machinery, road construction would be done in a jiffy—there were no real mountains to speak of, so all you had to do was put a ruler down and draw a long line, but the problem was that our construction equipment was pretty shoddy.
    

    
      Soon, the fairly harsh winter would arrive. I wanted to finish a rough outline of the roads before winter, if possible.
    

    
      ‘This year is crucial. The Laviter Empire and the Havis Kingdom are the biggest problems.’
    

    
      But I didn’t have any regrets. If they were enemies I would have to butt heads with one day anyway, squaring off with them was merely the law of cause and effect.
    

    
      Swooooooooosh. 
    

    
      The winds were already changing. Instead of carrying hot sunlight, the winds were now rushing through the skies with a cool touch.
    

    
      Guooooooooooo! 
    

    
      I gave orders for the basic matters and went out on patrol without time to rest. Flying high above Denfors, I looked around for good places for roads and salt fields on the shore.
    

    
      ‘Shall I give it a try?’
    

    
      I was thinking about roads that could be built in a short period of time and suddenly thought of a certain spell and spirit. I didn’t have the advanced technology of the 21st century at my disposal, but I did have an ability granted by the gods.
    

    
      “Bebeto, land.”
    

    
      Guooooo! 
    

    
      Swooooooooosh. 
    

    
      ‘Woah, woah! Take it easy. You’re not a kite, dude.’
    

    
      He wasn’t even in his stormy adolescence, but these days, Bebeto had fun being wild. In response to my command to land, he folded his wings and began to plummet.
    

    
      ‘Is this a threat to find him a wife?’
    

    
      Intense windforce crashed into my face and body. Bebeto expressed whatever unhappy complaints he had with his entire body.
    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      After dropping like a stone until we were just 10 meters above ground, Bebeto stretched out his wings and landed light on his feet.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Then, he praised his own feat with an arrogant cry, as if boasting his manliness.
    

    
      ‘Just wait a little, dude. I’ll book you a nice room, don’t you worry.’
    

    
      Considering Bebeto’s overflowing ‘vitality’, it seemed I would only be able to enjoy a safe flight if I led him to the land of corporal pleasure brought by mating.
    

    
      I jumped off with easy movements.
    

    
      “No stones, so all you have to do is lay out a road, huh.”
    

    
      The Nerman Plains always inspired my admiration. Thanks to its ideal climate, grasses and unknown flowers were lushly blanketing the land.
    

    
      “To compact the earth... Wind Press!”
    

    
      Boooooooom! 
    

    
      I cast the 5th Circle wind spell I had memorized, Wind Press. Blue light flashed before unleashing its powerful strength on the earth.
    

    
      Shaaaaa. 
    

    
      “Cough, cough.” As soon as the spell hit the ground, dust flew up everywhere. “Dammit, this isn’t right.”
    

    
      The sight that met me after the dust settled made me frown. Several paces in front of me was a 5 meter diameter crater 1 meter deep.
    

    
      “This won’t do. It’ll take forever to make a road like this.”
    

    
      Flattening the earth in this manner would definitely end up as a dead-end—I would grow old and die before finishing the roads in Nerman.
    

    
      “Summon Gnomae!”
    

    
      Whirr. 
    

    
      Mana stirred in my mana core and was sucked out. And then, the earth in front of me rushed up and turned into a form resembling that of a person. It was the intermediate earth spirit, Gnomae.
    

    
      “Good to see you, Gnomae. Think you can help me out a bit?”
    

    
      Nod nod. 
    

    
      The humanoid lump of dirt nodded.
    

    
      “Please make it nice and flat from here all the way to there, and firm enough that a carriage can travel on it.”
    

    
      I pointed around 100 meters away.
    

    
      ‘Ohhh!’
    

    
      The loyal spirit moved to act as soon as I gave the command. The sound of the earth being broken and crushed rang out as a 1 meter wide road began to appear on the ground.
    

    
      ‘That’s quite something.’
    

    
      The ground sank down around 30 cm and hardened enough that my feet didn’t leave an impression, just like how I wanted it.
    

    
      ‘!!’
    

    
      However, as Gnomae went further and further away and the road grew in length, the mana in my mana core melted away like ice cream in the sun.
    

    
      ‘Fudge!’
    

    
      It was great that the ground was being loudly packed down, but it didn’t feel that great to have my mana core drained.
    

    
      ‘This is too difficult, too.’
    

    
      It took more mana than I expected to make a 100 meter long road 1 meter in width. I frowned. Because Gnomae’s movements and use of strength were entirely enabled through the summoner’s mana, I couldn’t deal with the mana consumption.
    

    
      ‘It would be hard to manage even a few hundred meters in one day like this.’
    

    
      Building a road like this would be difficult due to the limits of an intermediate spirit and my mana quantity.
    

    
      ‘In the end, there’s only the elves left.’
    

    
      In order to connect Nerman from the east to the west, several hundred kilometers of road had to be constructed, and large enough that they could fit two lanes of carriages.
    

    
      ‘But would the elves really help me? Unlike the dwarves, they lived in such complete isolation from the human world. Haah, how in the world should I convince them...’
    

    
      Though I fancied myself a masterful angler, getting the help of the elves would be difficult. They had lived apart from humans for over a thousand years like social outcasts; I didn’t have bait that could move them.
    

    
      ‘Elves are all summoners, so this would be easy if they helped me...’
    

    
      I couldn’t help but feel regret when thinking about them, because if the elves were to pitch in alongside the dwarves, the paradise I dreamed of would likely come to fruition in a short amount of time.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Contact the Kesmire pirates. Tell them I wish to make a new trade.”
    

    
      “W-With the pirates?”
    

    
      “Sir Derval, you wouldn’t happen to be afraid, would you?”
    

    
      “N-No, that’s not it...” Derval fumbled.
    

    
      “All you have to do is fly the lumikar the pirates gave us not too long ago.”
    

    
      “Understood, sir.”
    

    
      “It seems to me that it would be safer if we were to build a breakwater over there, but what do you think, Sir Derval?”
    

    
      “Actually, from what I gathered from the fishermen, if that area can just be blocked off, there will be no worries even if a storm were to come from the sea. I believe we could protect the boats we are using now several times better if a breakwater is built there.”
    

    
      ‘Is it finally time to have some fish again?’
    

    
      In order to increase Nerman’s stable productive capacity, developing the ocean was also critical. Because it was not yet polluted or overfarmed, the sea was nearly as plentiful as the Arctic Sea on Earth. Enough fish to feed 500,000 Nerman residents could be procured without much effort. 
    

    
      However, the problem wasn’t the plentitude, but that I was envisioning something even more ambitious. The Nerman Plains were blocked off on nearly every side by mountains. A sea route would be ideal for territory development.
    

    
      ‘If it goes well, Nerman could become a commercial center dominating the continent.’
    

    
      The pirates could not officially conduct trade on the continent. However, the current situation was such that trade with the other continent was impossible without going through the pirates. 
    

    
      An enemy of my enemy is my friend. I decided to use the pirates.
    

    
      “But my lord, about that thing called cement.”
    

    
      “Hm? What about it?”
    

    
      “It is truly a marvel. Thanks to that cement, which makes powdered rocks turn hard again like stone, the repair work has been progressing quickly.’
    

    
      ‘Just wait a bit longer. I’ll show you something even better.’
      

    

    
      I had no idea what the hell Master Bumdalf involved himself in on Earth, but an enormous amount of scientific knowledge was stored in my brain. Of course, I had no intention of making use of all the knowledge within—I’d had more than enough of the polluted air on Earth. I would use just enough to create the paradise I wanted.
    

    
      “The Temir slaves aren’t acting up, are they?” I asked. The Temir had been set to mining limestone and minerals.
    

    
      “I heard they resisted quite a lot at first, but these days, they’re very quiet. As you commanded, they are only mining for 10 hours a day. With the three meals and comfortable quarters we have provided them in addition, they are listening very obediently.”
    

    
      ‘You should realize how lucky you are, you jerks.’
    

    
      The Temir invaded my precious territory and made her bleed. I turned them into slaves, but I didn’t want to treat them as horribly as I had seen in movies. I couldn’t just treat them like beasts with no eye for human rights when they probably had kids back at home.
    

    
      “Still no carpenters?”
    

    
      “No... We do not have many immigrants. Only around 300 migrants have come in the last month.”
    

    
      ‘That’s less than I expected.’
    

    
      Kallian was not a place where the population could be boosted just by wishing for it. For the most part, territory residents were personal slaves of the nobles here, so there weren’t many free citizens. Additionally, everyone on the continent knew of the rumors surrounding Nerman. As long as they weren’t crazy, people wouldn’t just come rushing in.
    

    
      “Procure slaves.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “I heard there are many slave merchants on the continent. Go through them and acquire all the slaves.”
    

    
      “All of them...?”
    

    
      “It’s fine if they have families or if they’re old. Bring as many as you can acquire.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Whoooooosh. 
    

    
      Derval and I stood atop a cliff with a clear view of the harbor, and the salty smell of the sea blew towards me which cooled the heat that had plagued me all day. I silently watched as several small sailboats returned to the harbor, the already setting sun at their backs.
    

    
      It was a peaceful sight.
    

    
      A smile as cool as the salty spray was etched on my lips. In my heart, I was grateful that the sun was safely setting on another day.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “What did you say? Wyverns are flying from the Havis Kingdom?”
    

    
      “Yes, sir. I have a report that at least 10 wyverns have crossed the border just now.”
    

    
      “10?”
    

    
      ‘Wut, just 10?’
    

    
      It was too pitiful a number to even call them enemies. The Havis Kingdom wouldn’t send such paltry numbers; they should know the rumors about me.
    

    
      I had been waiting for them. I might be a count of an empire, but the act of invading a foreign country’s borders was an unforgivable crime.
    

    
      “They are no ordinary wyverns. I am told they are carrying the emblem of the Havis Royal Family, five spears and a spear.”
    

    
      ‘So they’re not enemies, at least for now.’
    

    
      I did think it was strangely quiet the last few days. There were a lot of things I had to think about, and residents and chiefs would come dragging cartfuls of crops several times a day like it was a popular thing to do. Thanks to disinfecting the seeds with holy water, the crops were completely unaffected by blight and the villagers were experiencing their first-ever bumper crop. Overcome by pure feelings of gratitude, they brought the best parts of the harvest to me, filling Weyn Cover’s food warehouse to the brim with provisions.
    

    
      However, such peace was fleeting—the Havis Kingdom had come looking for me.
    

    
      “It appears that guests are coming, contact Lady Janice and tell her to escort them over.”
    

    
      “As you command!” barked the reporting knight before leaving.
    

    
      “My liege, the other guests said they would come today as well.”
    

    
      “Ah! That’s right.”
    

    
      ‘What timing.’
    

    
      Two days after sending the messenger lumikar bird to the Kesmire pirates, a response arrived, saying they would come one week from now. Today was that day.
    

    
      “Bad rumors could spread if we are not careful,” said Derval.
    

    
      The poor guy had to deal with a mountain of worries from all the stuff I did. His expression said that it wouldn’t be good if rumors were to spread that we were in cahoots with the pirates when we already had so many enemies all around.
    

    
      “Derval, there’s a saying like this in the place where I lived before.”
    

    
      “....?”
    

    
      “If it’s going to happen, it’s better to get it over with and throw the first punch.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Derval attempted to decipher the meaning of my words with big eyes.
    

    
      “Don’t worry,” I said. “This is the best way, anyway.”
    

    
      “I apologize, my liege. It seems my imagination got the better of me.”
    

    
      I grinned at him. It was only natural for a loyal subject to give me such counsel. I had enough tolerance to listen to what was in their hearts rather than empty sweet talk, anyway. Of course, that didn’t apply to those who only knew how to flap their mouths without understanding their place.
    

    
      “It’s fine. But prepare to entertain the guests. They are important to us.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege.”
    

    
      ‘Birds of a feather flock together, huh.’
    

    
      The Havis Kingdom lived precipitously wedged between two titan empires on both sides and the Kesmire Sea Kingdom had declared their sovereignty, but were still mockingly called pirates. Nerman’s situation wasn’t much different, so if you added me to the pile, it would make a perfect partnership of outcasts.
    

    
      In any case, no matter what we did, others would definitely just snort and call it the flailings of losers.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Ziiiiiiiiing. 
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu, the air in here feels different.’
    

    
      It might be called the provisional magic tower, but it was just a temporary building made on one side of the expansive covert. I felt a strange sense of delight from watching the frowning faces of the mages practicing mana breathing while sitting inside the Mana Condenser inside the building. I wasn’t a pervert who derived pleasure from the pain of others or anything, but schadenfreude was alive and well within me.
    

    
      “How is it, is it worth learning?”
    

    
      “I-It is very good,” gritted Gessanin, the mage representing the group. He had endured well for a week.
    

    
      “Is it? That’s a relief. This is where it really begins. You guys are holding out better than I thought.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      I, too, was familiar with the agony of the Mana Condenser. Just like how you had to put on muscles with brute force exercise if you wanted to get buff, in order to increase mana capacity, you had to expand your mana core. It was easy enough to sit in the Mana Condenser, but in exchange, it was extremely painful.
    

    
      ‘It’ll be so painful you’ll wanna die. Huhu.’
    

    
      The pain one experienced inside the Mana Condenser was almost as bad as being fried alive. As expected for mages who had lived tough lives, they were enduring it well, but I didn’t just imagine the way the mages grimaced at my words.
    

    
      “Oh right! From today onwards, upper-circle mages are here just to help you guys. I will help out here and there as well, but I’m too busy and won’t have time to help you all individually.”
    

    
      “M-My lord, for that level of consideration... Truly...”
    

    
      Forgetting their previous gripes, Gessanin and the mages were completely touched.
    

    
      “What, this much is nothing. From now on, you are all friends of mana who will walk with me, are you not?”
    

    
      “...Thank you, my lord...”
    

    
      ‘Thanks? Kuku, let’s hope you can hold onto those feelings for at least one day.’
    

    
      “Come in!” I shouted towards the door.
    

    
      Five figures came in silently through the double doors.
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “Did you call, Master?”
    

    
      The beastman Hasifor was always so short-spoken.
    

    
      ‘They have a truly incredible desire to learn.’
    

    
      The beastmen displayed concentration ability that humans could not compare to. Their ability to acquire magic knowledge fell short of their powerful bodies, but the beastmen filled the gap with pure effort rather than indolence.
    

    
      ‘You guys are all goners now.’
    

    
      I wasn’t a narrow-minded person, but that didn’t mean I was 100% good, either. I sent a silent prayer to the mages who were looking over with dumbfounded expressions.
    

    
      “Raise the circles of every mage here by one each in a month.”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “If you cannot reach your goal, then...”
    

    
      The beastmen and the gaping, shocked mages bored into me. I just sent a cool grin their way.
    

    
      “I won’t give you any more spells.”
    

    
      “Got it, Master. We will definitely achieve it.”
    

    
      Hasifor and the beastmen resolved themselves.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The mages must have perceived the beastmen’s resolve, because they began to tremble.
    

    
      “Well then, do your best.”
    

    
      Waving my hand, I turned my back on the mages who were staring at me blankly.
    

    
      ‘Is there such a thing as free in the world? Huhu.’
    

    
      Things would only get easier on me if the mages were quickly nurtured. I wanted to say goodbye to the labor of engraving magic circles on Blessed Spears every night, an act that reminded me of people who sewed eyes into dolls for pittances.
    

    
      Something that didn’t make money was simply tiring for no good reason. 
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 88: Evening Banquet of Outcasts
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Not over there, you stupid fool!”
    

    
      Cl-clunk, cl-clunk. 
    

    
      ‘It’s totally a construction site.’
    

    
      There were no more refugees staying at the covert—instead, the hangars and various buildings were filled up with wyverns, and workers were bustling around making repairs.
    

    
      ‘I need to move soon, seriously.’
    

    
      But the city of Denfors was old and worn down. Besides the covert, which was taking up the most space in the city, there wasn’t anywhere else I could move to. Of course, there was Gadain Castle, the former base of Viscount Lukence, but I didn’t want to use a castle someone else had used, either.
    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang! 
    

    
      “Wyverns are landing!!!”
    

    
      ‘So they’re finally here.’
    

    
      Ryker and Janice, who stuck together like peanut butter and jelly, were escorting our guests from the Havis Kingdom in a slow fashion, landing in the covert’s central clearing.
    

    
      ‘Hrm? That wyvern, haven’t I seen it somewhere before?’
    

    
      I was watching the envoys from Havis when I saw a familiar-looking wyvern.
    

    
      ‘R-Rosiathe!’
    

    
      A female Skyknight descended from the familiar wyvern. It was Rosiathe, the woman who had happily eaten roast boar with me.
    

    
      After Rosiathe alighted, Havis Skyknights fell in behind her with a clatter of metal like inseparable shadows. Considering how practiced their VIP guarding movements were, they were definitely Skyknights of the Royal Guard.
    

    
      ‘A welcome guest has come, huh.’
    

    
      There was no doubt they had come to discuss the national invasion, so I was prepared for the worst. I was someone who would even shoot magic at the Crown Prince’s wyvern in a fit of pique, so I wouldn’t allow myself to be threatened by a frail kingdom.
    

    
      However, my feelings changed the moment I saw Rosiathe.
    

    
      
        PR/N: Simppppp
      
    

    
      As the Havis Kingdom’s knights and Rosiathe headed towards me, my knights ran over and assumed positions next to me.
    

    
      ‘They’ve grown a lot.’
    

    
      I had no need to envy any territory. Wyverns were milling around the covert like chickens looking for food. The sight of Gold Wyverns among them would instill fear in these ambassadors.
    

    
      Rosiathe removed her helmet with a click as she walked over.
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      Stunned by her uncommon, wavy golden hair gleaming in the sunlight and blue, diamond-like eyes, my knights and soldiers exclaimed in spite of themselves, proving without a doubt that Rosiathe deserved the title ‘Flower of the North.’
    

    
      “Haha, welcome, Princess Rosiathe.”
    

    
      I bowed towards Rosiathe, who wore a happy smile. No matter how high my rank was now, the other party was the princess of a kingdom.
    

    
      “We meet again, Count Kyre.”
    

    
      Since she wasn’t wearing a dress, Rosiathe gave me a slight nod in response.
    

    
      ‘Hmm, she smells good.’
    

    
      The faint smell of pansies came drifting over as Rosiathe approached.
    

    
      “What are you all doing! Show your respects to Princess Rosiathe!”
    

    
      Cla-cla-clang! 
    

    
      “All, hail!”
    

    
      Around 20 knights drew their swords in a salute at my command.
    

    
      “Thank you for the warm welcome,” said Rosiathe in appreciation for greeting her without a single hair out of place.
    

    
      “It is nothing. You must be tired from traveling so far, let us quickly go inside.”
    

    
      “I am not tired. The sight of the Nerman Plains full of vitality completely refreshed me as we flew.”
    

    
      Since everyone was watching, I imitated an old noble’s mannerisms to converse with Rosiathe.
    

    
      “But where did those Gold Wyverns over there come from...?”
    

    
      Havis shared a border with the Laviter Empire, so Rosiathe knew better than anyone about Gold Wyverns. She was looking at the Golds who had been reduced to sorry, patchy little mutts from getting their asses kicked by Bebeto and the beastmen. Now, they were even enjoying naps outside of their hangars.
    

    
      “They were roaming around the Kovilan Mountains like they were homeless, so I picked them up.”
    

    
      “Huh? P-Picked them up?” Rosiathe stuttered, dumbfounded. Gold Wyverns were the symbol of the Laviter Imperial Family, after all.
    

    
      ‘You’ll get hurt if you know more.’
    

    
      “Why, shall I let you adopt one?”
    

    
      “N-No.”
    

    
      Fully aware of what it meant to have a Gold Wyvern, Rosiathe snapped back to her senses and quickly refused.
    

    
      “Then, let us go inside.”
    

    
      “Yes...”
    

    
      Maybe because she owed me from the incident in the Bajran capital, Rosiathe followed me meekly.
    

    
      ‘I’m nervous.’
    

    
      This feeling of inviting a pretty woman to your home...
    

    
      Only someone who knew what it was like would understand.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘It’s overflowing with vitality.’
    

    
      Before leaving the Havis Kingdom, Rosiathe reviewed all the information they had gathered about Nerman. She had heard that Nerman must be doing a ton of trade with major merchant groups, particularly the Rubis Merchants, because an enormous volume of goods were passing through Havis borders into Nerman.
    

    
      However, there was more negative information than positive. Everyone on the continent was aware that just a few months ago, the empire had given up on the territory and had pulled out their formal troops. Moreover, it was common knowledge that nearly a million monsters were thriving on the Nerman Plains instead of people. Therefore, Rosiathe didn’t believe the rumors that Nerman had undergone tremendous development in the past few months following Kyre’s appointment as the provisional lord. As the first person in the line of succession for the Havis crown, Rosiathe knew better than anyone that it was impossible to change the administration of a territory or country in such a short period of time.
    

    
      However, she was shocked by what she had seen of Nerman on the way from Havis to Denfors, the central city. What she saw wasn’t monsters, but cavalry that were moving in groups of hundreds. She did see the occasional monster, but not nearly enough to be much of a threat.
    

    
      ‘They said the territory was low on grain, so where did all these fields around the city come from?’
    

    
      More unbelievable were the huge farmlands spread out around Denfors. Not too long ago, it was said that Denfors might fall at any time to monsters, but the autumn wheat ripening before her eyes like an illusion were waving in the wind.
    

    
      ‘The eyes of the knights and soldiers are brimming with life.’
    

    
      As she walked with Kyre’s escort to a building that was lacking quite a lot of class to be called the office of a lord, Rosiathe glanced around, finding out more about Nerman.
    

    
      “An evening feast has been prepared. Please have a short rest; I will see you again in the evening.”
    

    
      After reaching the entrance of what appeared to be the covert headquarters, Kyre bid her farewell with a reliable smile.
    

    
      “See you then.”
    

    
      Rosiathe’s face reddened at Kyre’s pleasant voice.
    

    
      She bowed her head slightly, then walked towards the maids who were waiting at the entrance, her heart beating hard with every step.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “We have almost reached Nerman.”
    

    
      “Anchor the fleet.”
    

    
      “Understood, Commander.”
    

    
      A shore could be spotted far in the distance. Sitting on the deck of a massive wyvern convoy ship holding 10 wyverns, Fleet Commander Chrisia gave an order to anchor.
    

    
      She was the Commander of the 2nd Fleet and the third daughter of the King of the Kesmire Island Pirates, or rather, the Sea Kingdom that they had declared themselves to be. Her slightly tanned skin from the endless days of life on the sea and curvy body gave her a charming appearance.
    

    
      ‘Contact came later than expected, huh.’
    

    
      When trading for the top-grade potions, she had thrown out irresistible bait—a mass of treasures, including magic crystals, more generous than other trades. She used goods that a collapsing territory would absolutely need for its development as bait to test the man named Kyre. Back then, Chrisia had no doubt that it would be effective. She thought that with that level of payment, he would quickly contact her again for another trade. She thought that Kyre, who was discarded by the empire and surrounded by enemies in the form of the Temir and monsters, would have no one else to rely on but the Kesmire.
    

    
      However, contrary to her expectations, Kyre did not contact her for quite a long time. More surprisingly, according to the information that swiftly reached her ears, within just a few months, he had acquired 40 wyverns and built up his military force.
    

    
      ‘Letting down my guard could cause our plans to fail. The kingdom’s desire to gain a foothold on the continent would come crumbling down.’
    

    
      How long had they waited for that moment?
    

    
      Hoping for the Bajran Empire’s withdrawal, Kesmire had pressured Nerman, a hot potato for everyone, with force year after year. And then, after cleaning up the regional ruling power left behind, the Kesmire Kingdom had intended to take Nerman for themselves with nary a sound nor rumor.
    

    
      They could not always make a living by blocking the sea routes of other empires and kingdoms, plundering, and conducting intermediate trade. For the Kesmire Kingdom, which only had islands, securing a source of provisions was their dearest wish.
    

    
      ‘Kyre... Kyre...’
    

    
      Everything had been going as planned, but then, an unexpected dark horse appeared, a totally green rookie named Baronet Kyre. According to the urgent information that had flown to them a few days ago, he had received a count peerage along with Nerman from the Bajran Emperor.
    

    
      “Prepare the wyverns!”
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am!”
    

    
      The call from a man who had ignored her bait could not be disregarded.
    

    
      “Huhu...”
    

    
      Thinking of Kyre with his striking black hair and eyes, Chrisia let out a quiet laugh.
    

    
      Even to her, someone who had lived on the rough sea her whole life, he looked manly.
    

    
      Today was the day she would finally meet him again.
      

    

    
      “An evening feast?”
    

    
      “Is it a burden for you?”
    

    
      “N-No, that’s not it...”
    

    
      Aramis devoted herself to God and the ailing everyday, like a Kallian Mother Teresa. Because she had granted God’s grace to hundreds of residents who flocked to the temporary temple, her face was full of fatigue. Seeing that made me think that no matter how much a priestess was loved by a god, bodily fatigue could not be defeated. 
    

    
      “I will wait for you.”
    

    
      “Yes...”
    

    
      She was really biddable. No matter what I did, Aramis looked on and silently supported me from the side. This time as well, she responded to my invitation with quiet acquiescence.
    

    
      ‘Today is my day.’
    

    
      I was busy all day, but it was finally time for the evening feast, and it was a meal with three beautiful women who could each outshine a Miss Universe. Just thinking about it filled me with happiness.
    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang! 
    

    
      A noisy bell clanged outside.
    

    
      “Wyverns have appeared!”
    

    
      Soldiers with loud, carrying voices informed the covert of a new guest’s arrival.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I’ll kill him! I’ll rip him to shreds! KEAAAARGHHHHH!”
    

    
      Craaaaash! 
    

    
      Inside Second Prince Alskane’s bedroom in Oparn Palace within the imperial castle grounds of the Laviter Empire, the strongest of the three great empires on the continent, a noisy crash and a raw scream of rage rocked the palace walls.
    

    
      “Please calm yourself, Your Highness. Your body is not completely recovered.”
    

    
      “Calm? How can I be calm right now?! As long as that bastard lives and draws breath, I won’t be able to sleep at night! So hurry and prepare the soldiers! I will talk to Imperial Father, so please gather the Skyknights, Grandfather! You must recover my wyvern and honor from that shitty little bastard!”
    

    
      Trapped in the cave for over a week, Prince Alskane had nearly starved to death. For the first time in his life, he experienced the fear of death. Prince Alskane was born in the Imperial Family of an empire ruling over the continent and grew up treasured and treated with every bit of luxury and love. Alskane, who was widely considered to be the most likely successor of the emperor instead of his older brother, Crown Prince Perfias, was screaming with bloodshot eyes at Duke Yanovis, who had been dragged to the palace from his territory.
    

    
      “In all actuality, we are already preparing for battle. But the bastard is a noble of the Bajran Empire. If we were to recklessly attack without pretext, war could be ignited between the two empires.”
    

    
      “Pretext? I, a prince of the empire, very nearly died, so what better pretext could there be?! And since when did our empire tuck their tails in fear facing Bajran?!!!!”
    

    
      After escaping the deadly crisis, Prince Alskane had become quite a bit more violent. The mana he had used unrestrainedly was fettered and he starved for over a week inside a pitch-black cave, so it wasn’t as if Duke Yanovis didn’t understand the Prince’s pain. However, the Duke knew that war was not something you should immediately ignite because there was something you were unhappy about.
    

    
      “We need a little more precise information and pretext. Please wait a little longer. This humble one will be sure to create an opportunity for Your Highness to vent the rage inside your heart in one go!”
    

    
      “URAAAGHHHHHHHHHHHHH! I’LL RIP OUT HIS HEART! THAT BASTARD... URAAAAAGHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      His wrath filling the depths of his heart, Prince Alskane’s rage rang throughout the Laviter Imperial Castle.
    

    
      Unbeknownst to him, the person he cursed was currently beaming with joy.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “It isn’t much, but please help yourself.”
    

    
      “Thank you for inviting me.”
    

    
      “Oh my, it looks like food made from newly harvested crops.”
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu, it’s a total bevy of beauties.’
    

    
      The covert dining hall was incredibly ragged compared to any noble house, but the large table was fully decked with dishes made with the harvest the residents had brought. 
    

    
      The meal, which was prepared by roping in the best cooks from Denfors’ inns, consisted of big potatoes roasted to a golden brown, various kinds of fruits and vegetables, salad tossed with honey and milk, tuna caught from the ocean and roast fish from the river. There was also soft white bread, smoked beef, pork, and chicken.
    

    
      In my eyes, it was an amazing feast, but that was of course just my opinion. The nicely suntanned lady of a pirate family, Chrisia, looked at the feast with appreciation, but Rosiathe was wearing an unimpressed expression.
    

    
      “Let us dig in before it grows cold.”
    

    
      I had run around all day, so I was hungry. If I were still going to school back at home, this would have been the time for night free study. Afterwards, I would have definitely roamed the stores like a ravenous wolf, going all out to buy fast food like cup ramen.
    

    
      And so, the meal began. With me at the center, to my left were Aramis and Derval, and to my right were Chrisia and Rosiathe.
    

    
      “Delicious! I think this must be the most delicious potato I’ve ever had in my life.”
    

    
      Chrisia had a vivacious personality, as expected for a girl from a pirate household. After cutting a potato with her fork and bringing it to her mouth, she repeatedly exclaimed out loud.
    

    
      “Haha, that is because it is a potato produced through a special method.”
    

    
      From having tasted it before, I knew these potatoes were clearly different from other potatoes.
    

    
      “A special method?”
    

    
      “We planted seeds that were disinfected with top-grade potion.”
    

    
      “W-WHAT?! TOP-GRADE POTION?!”
    

    
      Chrisia had purchased that same top-grade potion with an enormous amount of money. After hearing that such a valuable thing was used to disinfect seeds, Chrisia’s expression went from disbelief to dumbfounded.
    

    
      “That is truly a special method...” said Rosiathe, who had been quiet so far. She looked at a loss for words.
    

    
      “It is thanks to Priestess Aramis over here.”
    

    
      The two women turned in tandem to look at Aramis. The pure angel Aramis reddened after suddenly becoming the focus of attention.
    

    
      “So she is that priestess,” said Rosiathe.
    

    
      ‘Shall we slowly get to the point?’
    

    
      I would have been happier if Rosiathe had just dropped by for a visit, but I was well aware that she was here to represent the Havis Kingdom.
    

    
      “Since the topic has come up, let us talk. How does the Havis Kingdom intend to compensate for the damages our territory accrued?”
    

    
      “....?”
    

    
      Rosiathe stared at me as if totally blindsided by my mention of compensation.
    

    
      “I intend to demand compensation for damages to prevent reoccurence from the Havis Kingdom, or the Calvaron County to be more exact, who harbored criminals who committed an unspeakable act. That is my demand as Kyre de Nerman, a noble granted a territory and peerage from His Majesty the Emperor of the Bajran Empire.”
    

    
      Because Nerman was formally recognized as my territory, I used Nerman as my last name instead of Adaron.
    

    
      “T-That is...”
    

    
      “Impertinent! What station do you have to threaten us!” 
    

    
      Two Royal Knights had been standing with a shocked face that mirrored Rosiathe’s own. The one who looked older flushed as he interjected.
    

    
      “What is your name?”
    

    
      He may be a Royal Knight, but I was now a count of an empire. I asked his name with a smile.
    

    
      “Sir Luchias, stand back.”
    

    
      “But Princess...”
    

    
      “Both of you, go outside. I command it in the name of the Havis Royal Family.”
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am!”
    

    
      The Royal Knight named Luchias who had flapped his mouth saluted and went outside, but not before fixing me with a menacing glare.
    

    
      ‘Brat, just know how lucky you got. How dare you glare at me so openly!’
    

    
      If someone dared to pick a fight with me on my turf without reading the mood, even if they were an emperor, I would slap them across the cheek.
    

    
      “I apologize, Count Kyre.”
    

    
      “It is nothing. A Royal Knight should naturally have that level of loyalty.”
    

    
      Rosiathe’s mood had already hit rock bottom. “However, I believe it is excessive to speak of compensation for damages,” she said. “Actually, the reason why I came here today is to amicably settle the matter that occurred on the border. I stopped our kingdom’s nobles from blocking the border and seeking revenge against Count Kyre. But if you insist so strongly, then...” Rosiathe trailed off, looking at me with a cold but also sad gaze.
    

    
      ‘Hooh, so that’s how it was.’
    

    
      I knew Rosiathe definitely had an interest in me. But there was too much we had to resolve with Havis to settle things with interest alone. For Nerman’s future development, it was necessary to keep the relations with the Havis Kingdom black and white, no matter what that took.
    

    
      “I apologize. Because of me...”
    

    
      Knowing it was something that happened because of her, Aramis uttered an apology with a glum expression.
    

    
      “Nonsense! It is the fault of the people who kidnapped you, an irreplaceable priestess Nerman cannot do without, and those who protected the criminals, what would Lady Aramis have anything to apologize for? Even if a pontiff, no, ANY empire or kingdom were to threaten your safety... I will throw them into the fiery pit of hell!”
    

    
      Mana surged up wildly inside the dining hall to mirror my emotions.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The hall instantly became quiet. I had revealed my pure emotions without a filter.
    

    
      The third wheel, Chrisia, gave Aramis a strange look. “I’m jealous. To be a priestess receiving such protection from Lord Kyre...”
    

    
      On the other hand, Rosiathe’s expression had grown ice cold. “The Bajran Imperial Family has already given us a response. They said it was an issue related to a lord alone, which they have absolutely nothing to do with.”
    

    
      ‘Of course they did. Huhu.’
    

    
      It was just as I expected. Nerman was granted to me as my territory, but it wasn’t given out of goodwill.
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “So...” Rosiathe was unable to respond.
    

    
      ‘EH? T-That is—!’
    

    
      I was looking at Princess Rosiathe as if interrogating her when I spotted a small gem sparkling on her cheeks.
    

    
      She was crying.
    

    
      Rosiathe’s blue eyes were slowly reddening, and a single drop came running down as if to express her grievances.
    

    
      ‘Why is she crying?! I didn’t do anything wrong!’
    

    
      Right now, we were settling things between my territory and an official of the Havis Kingdom. But Rosiathe was crying after just a few words.
    

    
      “Y-You... can’t do this to me. I... I believed in you... Sob sob~!”
    

    
      Rosiathe suddenly covered her face with her hands, then stumbled to her feet and went outside with lightning speed. 
    

    
      ‘Ehhhh? What’s happening right now?’
    

    
      I suddenly became the worst guy in the world, someone who made a woman cry. The most we had done together was peacefully sharing some boar meat together and me having saved her from the wolf of a crown prince. After Rosiathe left, the two women left in the room turned to look at me.
    

    
      “I will go outside.”
    

    
      Aramis must have felt bad, because she also got up and left, following Rosiathe.
    

    
      “I-I recalled something I have to quickly take care of...”
    

    
      Faced with the prickly atmosphere, Derval made up an excuse to leave.
    

    
      ‘What, I just spoke honestly, but... Jeez.’
    

    
      A woman’s heart was already so incomprehensible, but I didn’t know it would be like this.
    

    
      “To make a woman cry... Hoho, Lord Kyre, contrary to what I thought, you seem to be a bad man.”
    

    
      ‘Geh! B-Bad man.’
    

    
      Chrisia followed up and labeled me as a bad man.
    

    
      “Then shall we also talk, Lady Chrisia?”
    

    
      I was seen as a bad man anyway, so I took the opportunity to turn the fire on Chrisia.
    

    
      “Hoho, you’ll scare me if you look at me like that. I am a gentle lady.”
    

    
      ‘Uh huh, gentle lady my ass.’
    

    
      I had happened to hear someone calling her a princess back then. Though they were both princesses, the two women were so different.
    

    
      “I asked you to come because I wanted to propose a trade, Lady Chrisia.”
    

    
      “By trade, you mean...”
    

    
      As expected for a woman with formidable nerves, Chrisia trailed off while flashing neat white teeth at me in a smile.
    

    
      “Please acquire magic crystals for me.”
    

    
      “Magic crystals?”
    

    
      “From what I have found out, most of the magic crystals produced in the Ice Empire Haildrian are taken care of by the Kesmire Kingdom. Please sell a portion of those magic crystals to us.”
    

    
      “Oh my, where did you hear such a ridiculous rumor? We are barely managing to make a small profit from the magic crystals from the Haldrian Empire.”
    

    
      ‘You pretty fox, at least tell a believable lie.’
    

    
      The woman in front of me was a coy and dangerous eight-tailed fox.
    

    
      “I am asking you to give us those barely profitable magic crystals.”
    

    
      There was no need to draw things out. Going around in circles with a fox would only give me a headache.
    

    
      “Then what would you give us in return?”
    

    
      Propping her chin with one hand, the tanned beauty looked me straight in the eye.
    

    
      “If you tell me what you want, I will do my utmost to provide it, as long as it is within my limits.”
    

    
      Many magic crystals were necessary for the territory development I was planning. Even the dwarves could not easily acquire magic crystals. Moreover, I had a poor relationship with every magic tower on the continent.
    

    
      “Can you promise me? With your name on the line.”
    

    
      ‘With my name on the line... She can’t be trying to employ me as a pirate, right?’
    

    
      “On my name of Kyre de Nerman, I give you my word.”
    

    
      In any case, it was a promise I was making within my limits. Because I had no other choice, I made the vow with my name on the line.
    

    
      “Hoho, then the trade has been completed, Count Kyre de Nerman.”
    

    
      Chrisia the fox put special emphasis on my name and title.
    

    
      Grin. 
    

    
      I sent the inscrutable woman a bright smile. We may have become allies, but in the end, we were still just the social outcasts of the continent...
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 89: Serves You Right
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Lord Kyre, it is Aramis.”
    

    
      It was late at night. I finished the contract with Chrisia and had been organizing the work I would have to do tomorrow when I heard Aramis’ voice come from outside.
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      Aramis had taken Rosiathe to her temple after the princess fled the dining hall, and after a long while, Aramis came to find me.
    

    
      Creak. 
    

    
      She came inside.
    

    
      “Because of me, you weren’t even able to eat dinner... I’m sorry.”
    

    
      Aramis’ body was as fragile as a saintess who subsisted off morning dew.
    

    
      “It is nothing. Your feelings alone are enough to fill me up, always.”
    

    
      These last few days, the atmosphere around Aramis had completely changed. It was hard to describe, but her gaze towards me was a little deeper and warmer, I guess? Just looking at her brought me a feeling of peace.
    

    
      “How is Princess Rosiathe?”
    

    
      If it were me, I would have already returned to my kingdom, but I hadn’t heard that she had gone back yet.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre...” Aramis quietly called.
    

    
      “Yes, Lady Aramis.”
    

    
      “All people who are born, die,” she began, talking about life and death out of nowhere. “Do not cause pain. Accept everyone and everything, like the sun in the sky. Try returning the feelings of all those who look at you with a heart entirely free of discrimination, at least once. This inadequate servant of the gods... prays every day that Lord Kyre becomes that kind of great hero.”
    

    
      Aramis’ quiet and soft words settled heavily on my soul like a boulder. Her words to look at everything with a heart free of discrimination fell like a command.
    

    
      “I will do my best.”
    

    
      There was nothing else I could say.
    

    
      As a lord ruling over the lives of 500,000 Nerman people, it was only natural that I should live with that kind of mindset.
    

    
      Aramis smiled like a lily in full bloom. “Princess Rosiathe is in the temple. Go to her,” she said at last. “The Princess came here because she wanted to be comforted by you, Lord Kyre. When the nobles of her kingdom were calling for war, she alone blocked them for your sake. But you treated her so coldly...”
    

    
      I could read between the lines.
    

    
      ‘I heard the court of the Havis Kingdom was upside down...’
    

    
      The king was old and the nobles were strong. Almost exactly like Nerman, the Havis Kingdom was surrounded by enemies, but the nobles were unable to come to their senses.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, she didn’t have to do that because of me.’
    

    
      It wasn’t like I wanted war, but I also had zero desire to apologize or kneel for my justified actions. But I did feel sorry to hear that Rosiathe had picked the hard road just to help me.
    

    
      I didn’t cultivate for 10 years on a sacred mountain or anything, so how should I have known what was in a person’s heart?
    

    
      ‘So that’s why she said ‘You can’t do this to me.’’
    

    
      Rosiathe had walked a difficult path.
    

    
      “If not for Lady Aramis, I would have misunderstood.”
    

    
      “This is why I like you, Lord Kyre. The Lord Kyre who listens carefully with an open mind when truths are being spoken, I pray in the name of the gods that he will never change.”
    

    
      Aramis always raised my spirits with positive words. I would have liked to give her a big hug, but the mood was really not right.
    

    
      “If it is alright with you, please keep tomorrow night free.”
    

    
      “Yes...”
    

    
      We had a secret only the two of us knew. A blush spread over Aramis’ cheeks.
    

    
      The only time when I could embrace this shy woman without any awkwardness was during our night flights together.
    

    
      “Then, until later.”
    

    
      With Aramis’ warm support at my back, I walked towards Rosiathe, who was hurt because of me.
    

    
      

      

    

    
      It was late at night.
    

    
      ‘Haah, a praying girl...’
    

    
      I had reached the hangar used as a temporary temple. Inside, a woman had her head bowed towards a golden cross ensconced in a circle, the symbol of the Goddess of Mercy. Kneeling within the flickering candlelight, Rosiathe was sending a desperate prayer to God.
    

    
      I walked towards Rosiathe, and with a slight rustle, kneeled next to her.
    

    
      Before me was not a person, but a God. I had no qualms about kneeling to Neran, who had mercy to grant to all living beings.
    

    
      When I kneeled next to her, Rosiathe trembled.
    

    
      A short while of silence descended upon the temple.
    

    
      “My grandfather once said that others live harder lives than your own,” I began, looking at the sacred artifact representing Neran. “When I was young, I didn’t know what that meant. But as I grew up, I was able to slowly understand it. I came to understand that no matter how rich they may be, the wealthy will lose sleep over fear that their fortune will disappear, and the poor will lose sleep over anxiety that they might not be able to eat tomorrow.”
    

    
      Rosiathe listened quietly to my words.
    

    
      “In fact, I was also afraid. I was someone who originally had nothing, but there were many times when I could not sleep because my thoughts were filled with the abandoned people of Nerman. But I held on, thinking that if my efforts alone could bring joy to many, there was no work more valuable in the world. Of course, I too am a human, so there are many times when I act for my own benefit. However, if it is for the sake of those who sincerely trust and follow me, I will go through fire and water. Though they do not share my blood, I need to take responsibility for those who have boarded the same boat as those who share my fate.”
    

    
      I explained my belief, telling her my mindset and why I had been able to fearlessly cross the Havis Kingdom’s borders for Aramis.
    

    
      “Please understand why I could not understand your feelings, Princess Rosiathe.”
    

    
      I did not ask for forgiveness, because there was no reason yet to seek any from Rosiathe.
    

    
      “I-I apologize. I am sorry that you were bothered by a thoughtless girl’s words.”
    

    
      Rosiathe called herself a ‘thoughtless girl’ as she bowed low.She was, in her own right, an amazing person. She might be the princess of a kingdom falling into ruin, but it was a truly difficult thing to lower yourself all the way to the ground.
    

    
      “No, I am the one who is sorry for not understanding your feelings when you came all this way for me.”
    

    
      “Sob...”
    

    
      ‘Ehhh? She’s crying again.’
    

    
      Some kind of sadness was lodged deep within her heart, because Rosiathe sobbed at my words of comfort.
    

    
      “You say everyone has it rough... but I-I am struggling so much.”
    

    
      Clear teardrops fell soundlessly from Rosiathe’s eyes to the floor.
    

    
      “What is the matter...”
    

    
      “Like I mentioned before... The Havis Kingdom is heading towards the road of destruction.” Princess Rosiathe began to speak negatively about the kingdom that might one day become her own. “My Imperial Father is old, the nobles are aggressive, and the people are tired. And the enemies all around us are shining greedy eyes towards us every day, just waiting for the moment they can tear the last of our kingdom’s land apart.”
    

    
      ‘To think there’s a place worse than Nerman.’
    

    
      If it was bad enough that the nation’s princess would say so, it was already a foregone conclusion.
    

    
      “The nobles who have lost all loyalty and are blinded by money and power are grabbing the Havis Kingdom and the Royal Family by the throat and shaking them. The people who cannot wait to sell me, the princess, to a different empire or kingdom... I fear them. If not for my elderly Father and Mother, I would have become a priestess serving the gods long ago.”
    

    
      The more I heard, the more of a mess Havis Kingdom sounded. I listened attentively in silence.
    

    
      “Please help me. I know that it is ridiculous for me to request this of you, but you are the only person in the world who smiled warmly at me without hesitation. I beg of you... help me, help Havis Kingdom. Sob sob...”
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      Rosiathe wasn’t asking me to just help a single person, but a whole kingdom. Like she said, it was a ridiculous request. She was asking me to protect a failing kingdom when I already had my hands full with managing Nerman.
    

    
      ‘I’m not Superman, you know?’
    

    
      My heart throbbed uncomfortably. I raised my head and silently looked at the faintly gleaming sacred artifact of Neran.
    

    
      ‘With what strength do you want me to help her with? Is this also your intent?’
    

    
      If it were Nerman, I could have pushed through with powerful leadership, but the Havis Kingdom was different—the nobles were influential and had what could be called a pre-established force. A feeble effort to help could arouse a huge bloodbath. 
    

    
      “Sigh...”
    

    
      A sigh came out of me unbidden. I came to offer a few words of comfort but ended up troubled by Rosiathe’s heart-aching confession.
    

    
      “...It must be a very difficult request.”
    

    
      Rosiathe bit her lip hard and suppressed her sadness.
    

    
      “I will help you.”
    

    
      “....!!”
    

    
      ‘Give it a shot, failure be darned!’
    

    
      That was the life motto hidden within a Korean card game named Go-Stop. 
    

    
      Rosiathe’s big, double-lidded eyes trembled. “C-Count Kyre... Sob!”
    

    
      ‘!!’
    

    
      As she called me, she sobbed and tears spewed from her eyes before she grabbed me in an embrace.
    

    
      “Sob sob... Th-Thank you.”
    

    
      Warm tears wetted my clothes, and I felt the warmth flowing from Rosiathe’s body.
    

    
      Someone said that all things that exude warmth have the right to be loved.
    

    
      I carefully embraced Rosiathe’s thin shoulders as they trembled in my arms.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, this damned popularity of mine.’
    

    
      Even if the continent were to collapse tomorrow, tonight, I wanted to make a memory with Rosiathe. I decided to help her anyway, but I couldn’t just spill my blood for free. If I didn’t get at least this much reward, for what reason would I bear a cross on my back and run myself ragged?
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The sound of weeping quieted after a while, replaced by the quiet sounds of Rosiathe’s breathing.
    

    
      ‘Geh! I-Is she asleep?’
    

    
      Maybe she was relieved by my agreement to help and lost all her tension, because Rosiathe was in a deep, deep sleep.
    

    
      ‘Euuurgh!’
    

    
      Why the fuck did I kneel to be all cool?! My feelings of delight over the sensation of Rosiathe’s elastic body in my arms withered all at once.
    

    
      To fight the pins and needles starting in my legs and spreading painfully throughout my body, I desperately relied on the Korean superstition of licking my finger and touching my nose.
    

    
      ‘Oh, Gods above...’
    

    
      And just then, I saw the sacred artifact of Neran.
    

    
      It seemed to gleam with a certain message towards me.
    

    
      Serves you right, sucker!
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 90: Drunk on Wine and Lips
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Produce bricks using this method.”
    

    
      Derval was suddenly called up and told to look at the blueprint I showed him.
    

    
      “C-Can bricks really be made like this?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “Amazing. This is a completely different way to produce bricks than the existing method. To think you can make bricks not by firing clay, but by pouring concrete into wooden molds...”
    

    
      Derval was familiar with using the concrete I had shown him.
    

    
      “I will also make a magic firing furnace. We’ll gather the residents with good dexterity and make bricks.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      He was as reliable as always.
    

    
      “Derval, how is the military organization I ordered going?”
    

    
      “It is nearly complete. As soon as the fort is complete, we can begin at once.”
    

    
      ‘He’s smart, I tell ya.’
    

    
      I only gave a rough outline of Nerman’s future military system, but Derval took that and completed the organization of subordinates. He did make the mistake of losing Aramis, but he was still a valuable talent that I couldn’t do without.
    

    
      “We will start road construction next week. Prepare 1,000 slaves and 2,000 soldiers.”
    

    
      “Will that be enough, sir? I believe it will be difficult to finish construction before winter arrives with those numbers.”
    

    
      Derval didn’t know what kind of method I planned on using. The numbers I listed were definitely far too low for the standard method used to build roads here.
    

    
      “We will finish a road reaching the border with the Havis Kingdom before winter comes, a road that can be traveled within a day in rain or snow.”
    

    
      “P-Pardon?” stuttered Derval at my impossible ambition.
    

    
      ‘Those who believe shall be rewarded. Derval, just believe in me.’
    

    
      We would proceed right into the reconstruction and building of forts when the road was finished. It was a plan to make a new Nerman.
    

    
      “Escort Princess Rosiathe to the office.”
    

    
      “U-Understood.”
    

    
      Derval looked perplexed by my confidence, which was utterly incomprehensible with his common sense.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, you’ll see soon enough.’
    

    
      It was fun to mess with people like this sometimes.
    

    
      ‘Everything is settled with the Kesmire. The problem now is the pain in the butt that is the Havis Kingdom...’
    

    
      I heard the gist about the kingdom’s troublesome nobles from Rosiathe. They were nobles of the Havis Kingdom, but they already saw the kingdom’s destruction as fact and were committing treason hand-in-hand with the neighboring powerful countries.
    

    
      Knock knock. 
    

    
      “It is Rosiathe.”
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      The owner of the pleasant, elegant voice slightly opened the door to my office and came inside. After meeting eyes with me, a rosy red blush spread over her face as if she were shy. 
    

    
      “Did you sleep well?”
    

    
      “Yes, thanks to you.”
    

    
      I was sure she slept well, because Rosiathe had slept for nearly two hours in my embrace before waking up and then running away in embarrassment. The sight of her sleeping so deeply she even snored a little was still vivid in my mind.
    

    
      “Please sit.”
    

    
      I gestured to a seat. From now on, I had to find out everything about the Havis Kingdom.
    

    
      “Please send them to me.”
    

    
      “Send what...?”
    

    
      “Send all the nobles and knights the Havis Kingdom does not need to my territory.”
    

    
      “...All of them?”
    

    
      “Of course. Go and tell them. That Nerman’s master, me, is a real scumbag. Say that it is time to show the kingdom’s claws and dispatch the nobles and knights.”
    

    
      “I cannot do that. If that happens, the fate of Nerman cannot be guaranteed. There would be at least 200 wyverns and nearly 100,000 soldiers. Nerman will not be able to face them.”
    

    
      ‘To worry about me, she really is considerate.’
    

    
      “It is alright, but you must block the expedition until the spring of next year. You have to hold them back for us at least that long.”
    

    
      “Would that... be enough?”
    

    
      “Haha. Don’t worry. I could even take care of your worries for you right now, but there are many important things to take care of in the territory, so I’ll have to trouble you.”
    

    
      A man should protect his pride even unto death. I talked big in front of Rosiathe.
    

    
      “Then I will just believe in you, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘Of course! Who would help Havis other than me?’
    

    
      “Trust me.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Rosiathe responded affirmatively to my firm words with a big smile.
    

    
      ‘Ngh, she’s so beautiful!’
    

    
      The vibrant flower in my dull office brought joy to my heart.
    

    
      “I will also leave the merchant group going into Nerman to you.”
    

    
      “I will protect them at any cost,” said Rosiathe.
    

    
      The Royal Family might just be a husk, but she should be able to accommodate this much, at least.
    

    
      “Also, when you go, I will give you a few lumikar. Please contact me in an urgent situation.”
    

    
      “I am deeply thankful for your thoughtful consideration.”
    

    
      Rosiathe was a woman who knew how to separate business and personal matters. She had the makings of a proper ruler and would be fully capable of leading Havis well.
    

    
      “Before you return, please visit Lady Aramis. She will give you a present.”
    

    
      “Are you going somewhere, Lord Kyre?”
    

    
      “I must go meet the dwarves for a matter regarding the territory.”
    

    
      “I see...”
    

    
      “I apologize in advance for not being able to see you off.”
    

    
      “It is nothing. I am merely grateful that you put time aside for me despite being so busy.”
    

    
      Contrary to her words, Rosiathe’s eyes were full of regret. There was no knowing for sure when we would meet again after parting this time.
    

    
      “May you have a safe return. Then...”
    

    
      Bowing my head, I left the office.
    

    
      If I just had the time, I would have liked to have a cup of tea with her, ask all kinds of questions, and find out about what she liked to do, but Nerman did not permit me that kind of respite.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Are the things I requested proceeding well?”
    

    
      “As I said, don’t worry. Our Clansmen of the Rock consider loyalty akin to our very lives.” 
    

    
      ‘Thank you for that. For being such sitting ducks...’
    

    
      They were living their days holed up in a cave anyway, so devoting their lives to me and Nerman was a real blessing.
    

    
      “This is a blueprint for a new product I made. Please take a look, Patriarch.”
    

    
      “A blueprint! Hooh, what kind of thing is it this time?”
    

    
      The dwarves were always thirsty for new curiosities. They were already engrossed in the mithril coating weapons I had requested, but they rejoiced at the mention of a new blueprint.
    

    
      “Isn’t this a longbow?”
    

    
      “It is.”
    

    
      “How truly delightful. This much flexibility should enable a range of 2 kilometers. It is fitted with a cogwheel, so the drawing speed will be fast, too... With a bowstring made of coiled mithril, it shouldn’t snap or lose any elasticity... Incredible!”
    

    
      Even the dwarves gave their mark of approval to my blueprint.
    

    
      ‘Without the dwarves, I could only dream of making something like this.’
    

    
      I drew the blueprint using the large crossbows I had seen at Calvaron Castle as inspiration. They didn’t have enough force to threaten wyverns, but the moment I saw them, a phenomenal idea came to me.
    

    
      “And please take a look at this as well.”
    

    
      “What is it this time?”
    

    
      “I drew up a rough city blueprint.”
    

    
      “City blueprint?”
    

    
      Cassiars snatched the blueprint for the new city that would be constructed out of my hands.
    

    
      “Ohhhh! Impressive! It’s my first time seeing city planning like this. It can be compared to the buildings our clansmen used to construct in the past during the Ancient Magic Era.”
    

    
      I didn’t know about any Ancient Magic Era, but this city was modeled after a Korean theme park for kids, Everland.
    

    
      “In particular, the central road in the middle is quite something.”
    

    
      It was just a rough sketch, not even a detailed blueprint, but Cassiars continued to express his admiration. I used the apartment I lived in before and various amusement parks as a reference and added in dashes of the conveniences of modern civilization. I did take a lot of inspiration from SimCity, a game I played a few times as a kid.
    

    
      “The central sewage line in the magic purification facility under the city is also amazing... Kyre, you are a friend of our people after all.”
    

    
      The dwarven patriarch praised me and hammered my shoulders with his meaty hands.
    

    
      ‘I’ll die if we get any friendlier.’
    

    
      I endured the intense pain on my shoulders as I brought up the next subject.
    

    
      “I have something to say.”
    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    
      “I would like to entrust the city’s construction to the Luhalumere Clan.”
    

    
      “Of course. Who else would you entrust such a huge project to, if not us dwarves?”
    

    
      ‘Huh? He agreed so easily?’
    

    
      We were on friendly relations, but the dwarves must certainly have some lingering distrust of humans. However, Cassiars easily accepted the words I said with such difficulty.
    

    
      “Our people should occasionally live under the sun, too.”
    

    
      “Since you say it like that, allow me to speak at ease.”
    

    
      I looked Cassiars in the eye, showing him the resolve blazing within my heart.
    

    
      “I will make my territory into a place where dwarves, elves, humans, and even beastmen can live on equal terms. If you trust me, please help me. I will absolutely not disappoint you.”
    

    
      “Mm...” Cassiars hummed and looked at me squarely. “Are you confident? A thousand years ago, humans and our kind made a pact like that. However, the firm vows of stone we made back then disintegrated like grains of sand. There may have been trust between us, but the feelings of the humans changed as the years passed. The newly born descendants forgot the covenant of their forebears as if molting and shedding old vows.”
    

    
      I understood Cassiars’ worry. For the elves, beastmen, and dwarves, even after many years, there were almost no incidents where they broke the promises their ancestors made. But humans were constantly forgetting or breaking the promises that they themselves made, much less their forebears.
    

    
      “Please trust me. I will not disappoint you.”
    

    
      Any additional promises were meaningless. It was my style to prove myself with actions rather than words.
    

    
      “Alright! We shall trust you once. As long as it is you who stands at the helm, Kyre, our people will follow!”
    

    
      ‘Naisuuuu!!!’
    

    
      I had worried about what I should do if they refused.
    

    
      “Thank you very much. Let us do our best together.”
    

    
      I bent into a deep bow and expressed my gratitude as if I just got elected into Congress.
      

    

    
      A territory assisted by the dwarves... In this moment, we gained yet another advantage that no other territory on the continent could boast of.
    

    
      “If you’re so thankful, how about it today?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Huhu, a festival, a festival. It’s no good if such a happy moment lacks alcohol and song. Isn’t that right, Kyre?”
    

    
      “T-That’s true...”
    

    
      “Kuhahahaha! As expected of our Kyre. Then let us have a festival! Tonight, we’re going all out!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      ‘Why do I have the feeling I got played?’
    

    
      Somehow, I had the bad feeling that Cassiars had accepted my proposal because he just wanted to throw a festival. Seeing the madness glowing in Cassiars’ eyes made that possibility seem more like a reality. I was, it seemed, still far too green to understand the dwarves.
    

    
      “Announce the festival! It’s a festival, a festivaaaaaal!!!!”
    

    
      Patriach Cassiars ran outside to announce the festival.
    

    
      “WAAAAAAA! FESTIVAL!”
    

    
      And a short while later, a crazed chorus of dwarven screams of ‘festival’ shook the cave walls of the Dwarven Village.
    

    
      ‘I’m done for...’
    

    
      The position of a lord was truly incredibly difficult.
    

    
      Did the residents know about the ‘housework’ occurring behind the scenes? I wondered if they knew that their lord was sacrificing his body like this to save the territory.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Hiccup...”
    

    
      Everything was spinning.
    

    
      If not for the safety ring, I might have fallen to my death long ago. The dwarves’ festival had begun around noon. When I finally made it outside, the stars in the sky were sarcastically whispering to me, ‘this young man is doing reaaaal good.’
    

    
      ‘Just how much did I drink?’
    

    
      I had the feeling that I had drained an entire big barrel of beer. Mana might be protecting my body, but it would be strange if I were completely hunky dory after stumbling here and there for oneshots and toasts for several hours. Since the festival was already unstoppable, the useless fighting spirit of a man kicked in and I went toe to toe with the dwarves, resulting in the current situation.
    

    
      “Nice... kya.”
    

    
      Slumped over Bebeto’s back, I gazed at the spinning stars in a stupor.
    

    
      “Heheh...”
    

    
      My mood, at least, was in top shape. With my mind floating on the waves of the alcohol, I felt like I was on top of the world.
    

    
      After a while, the feeling of passing through an area like a mana field rippled on my skin.
    

    
      “Where are we?”
    

    
      At least half of the blood going through my body right now had to be alcohol. My tipsy eyes drew in the familiar sight around me.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      It wasn’t the covert. My dim eyes caught sight of large trees as Bebeto landed with flapping wings.
    

    
      “Bebeto, where is this? You drunk too?”
    

    
      I vaguely remembered the dwarves rolling a barrel of beer outside to Bebeto, saying it was too sad to leave him out.
    

    
      “It looks familiar...”
    

    
      I tried to focus my dizzy consciousness and examine my surroundings.
    

    
      “You have come...”
    

    
      “Ngh?”
    

    
      I whirled my head to face the voice coming suddenly from behind me.
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      At that moment, I saw a certain slender figure. Long, silver hair with a blue tint sparkling in the starlight, and the face of a woman with unearthly beauty uncommon in the human world.
    

    
      “N-Narmias.”
    

    
      It was her.
    

    
      My sluggish mind clearly registered the elf Narmias in front of me.
    

    
      “Yes...”
    

    
      ‘Almost scared me out of my wits. But why are we here?’
    

    
      After landing in the Elven Village, Bebeto buried his head between his wings and instantly fell asleep. It was then that I suddenly remembered that I had asked him to go to the Elven Village.
    

    
      “I apologize for disturbing you at a late hour. I had a drink in the Dwarven Village, but it seems Bebeto brought me all the way here.”
    

    
      Coming back to my senses, I managed an apology. Narmias appeared like a wraith every time I showed up. All the other elves were snoozing away at this time, but it didn’t seem like Narmias had been sleeping at all.
    

    
      “Shall I cast Heal on you?”
    

    
      I hadn’t come here in nearly a month, but Narmias’ kindness was unchanged.
    

    
      “No, it’s alright. I just need to rest a little.”
    

    
      To be honest, this level of drunkenness could be dashed in an instant if I circulated my mana. But there were times when I wanted to let go of my worries too, and participating in the festival with the dwarves was the perfect moment to do so.
    

    
      “Yes...”
    

    
      The elf Narmias did not disagree with me in the slightest.
    

    
      Click. 
    

    
      I unclasped the safety ring and stood up to jump off.
    

    
      Stumble. 
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      As soon as I tried to stand, an alarm rang off in my head as my body failed to obey.
    

    
      Squish. 
    

    
      I flailed and grabbed onto something in order to not fall flat on my face, and what I grabbed was strangely squishy.
    

    
      ‘W-What is going onnnnn!!!’
    

    
      I happened to tip into Narmias’ direction, and what my hand grabbed was also coincidentally Narmias’ thin waist. In my floundering, I ended up grabbing her pretty hard and pulling her into my embrace.
    

    
      “Haah...”
    

    
      And then, red lips breathed out just 5 cm away from my face. A sweet womanly fragrance warmed my lungs in an instant.
    

    
      ‘Beautiful...’
    

    
      My heart thumped like a colt going wild.
    

    
      My face unconsciously and slowly lowered, until I could feel her lips burning on mine.
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      A low hum rang in my ear, and two slender arms wrapped themselves around my neck.
    

    
      ‘Whatever. Let’s just go for it!’
    

    
      My mind turned white like a sheet of paper. Anyone standing around blankly before a feast was a fool. I pulled in the elven woman’s slender waist closer to me.
    

    
      And then, I had the second kiss of my life.
    

    
      A small wish that time would just stop came to life.
    

    
      Narmias’ eyes had closed at some point.
    

    
      Two clear teardrops fell hot onto my face, which was pressed against hers.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Yaaawn...”
    

    
      I woke up feeling like I had dreamt intensely last night. A long yawn came out of me as I shook off my drowsiness.
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      My slowly opening eyes were met with an unfamiliar space. The sunlight streaming in through a small window revealed what looked like a treehouse.
    

    
      There wasn’t much furniture to speak of, just a lengthy longbow and a few arrows hung up on the wall as well as a small table and two chairs made of dried wood.
    

    
      But then I felt the deep breathing coming from next to me.
    

    
      ‘!!’
    

    
      My mind felt like it was plunged into ice water. It was said that if adults got drunk, they might end up in an unfamiliar place with an unfamiliar person when they woke up, but I was still a green youth.
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      My body stiffened as I turned my head.
    

    
      ‘N-Narmias.’
    

    
      She must be having a sweet dream, because at her lips was a gentle smile. The angel, no, the elf, was resting one hand on my chest, still deep in sleep.
    

    
      ‘I-I’m sure nothing happened. Nothing happened.’
    

    
      I remembered the hot kiss we had shared atop Bebeto. I also remembered returning to Narmias’ house with her, and even lying down on her bed, a white sheet fitted over soft leaves. However, my memory ended there.
    

    
      ‘Phew...’ I breathed, after checking my body. My airplate was off, but thankfully, the clothes I was wearing underneath were completely normal. I confirmed that my snow-white chastity had not been ravaged.
    

    
      ‘It was the alcohol.’
    

    
      I ended up ‘staying out,’ albeit without reaching the infamous ‘Rated R’. Aramis was definitely waiting for my return back at the covert, but I became one of those notorious rakes.
    

    
      ‘She’s pretty even when she sleeps.’
    

    
      I slept next to a woman for the first time in my life. Of course, I did sleep countless times in the same room as Russell in Knight Academy, but back then, Russell was disguised as a man.
    

    
      Unbeknownst to me, I stroked Narmias’ hair. Even without the use of shampoo and conditioner, her hair was incredibly soft. An unknown flower’s scent came drifting up with my hand movements.
    

    
      “Mmm...”
    

    
      Narmias quietly opened her eyes, awakened by my touch.
    

    
      Without any hint of alarm, the blue rose bloomed into a wide smile after meeting my eyes.
    

    
      “Did you sleep well?”
    

    
      “Yes...”
    

    
      This elf, she hardly ever said anything other than “yes.” When we first met, she was completely an assertive elf warrior who poured arrows at me, but now, she was just a woman in love.
    

    
      Gruumble. 
    

    
      ‘Dammit, why now?!’
    

    
      I wanted to set the mood and go for a hangover-curing-kiss, but my damned stomach took that moment to loudly complain.
    

    
      “Just one moment.”
    

    
      Narmias left my embrace and got up. Then, she walked off, and I only heard clattering noises.
    

    
      ‘Haah, what a shame.’
    

    
      After the svelte Narmias left my arms, a wave of intense regret came crashing in. I was still legally a minor, so I couldn’t even get married without my parents’ consent, but I wondered if this was what the charm of married life might feel like.
    

    
      ‘So this is the legendary elven home.’
    

    
      The place was around as big as my office. It had a small wooden window and door and was very simple, with not much decoration. However, it was quite comfortable. The suitable humidity and temperature seemed to lull one right into a nice sleep.
    

    
      “Please have some.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Narmias had gotten up to prepare food after hearing the chorus of my hungry stomach. Several fruits I didn’t know the names of and the bread-flavor lucasias fruit were presented to me on a wooden tray.
    

    
      ‘It really feels like we’re playing house.’
    

    
      When I was a kid, I played house with the neighborhood kids in the kindergarten playground. I took the tray and slowly ate the breakfast Narmias had prepared.
    

    
      Crunch crunch. 
    

    
      I crunched down on a crispy green fruit that looked like an apple. Its sweet and refreshing flavor was really delicious.
    

    
      ‘But if I lived with Narmias, would I have to live on a diet of fruits every day?’
    

    
      Narmias watched me eat with a happy expression. 
    

    
      Chief Parciano had told me that once an elf decided his or her match, their noble and pure love would persist unchangingly until they breathed their last. It seemed that I would have no choice but to take responsibility. Because if I didn’t, this beautiful elf would spend the rest of her long, long life alone, while longing for me.
    

    
      “Narmias.”
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      Just then, I heard a voice calling for Narmias outside.
    

    
      “Yes.” Narmias opened the door.
    

    
      “The Chief ordered you to come with the human.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      ‘I had to meet with him anyway, so this is good.’
    

    
      After I finished the fruit, I tore into a lucasias and got up.
    

    
      “Here.”
    

    
      Narmis approached soundlessly and helped me put on my airplate.
    

    
      “Thanks,” I said, putting on the airplate with her help. “Let us go.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      The words my father said to my mother suddenly came tumbling out of my mouth. Every time he left for work, he would take the lead wearing the clothes my mother had coordinated for him.
    

    
      I, too, went outside with Aramis at my back.
    

    
      ‘!!’
    

    
      The Elven Village was bathed in warm sunlight that made me blink in a momentary daze. When I could see clearly again, I saw countless gazes coming our way.
    

    
      ‘What the heck!!’
    

    
      At least several hundred elves were looking at Narmias’ house whilst being 2 meters above ground like they were sightseeing a newlywed couple’s room. That was because it was likely an inevitable shock to the elves that a human showed up and spent a night with an elf.
    

    
      My face burned. I didn’t make any big mistake, but anyone who didn’t redden under the piercing stares of the elves was a real weirdo.
    

    
      I lightly jumped down, and Narmias fluttered down behind me, following me as if nothing was out of the ordinary.
    

    
      Guooo! 
    

    
      ‘Don’t act like you know me, birdbrain!’
    

    
      A frickin’ wyvern drank beer and enjoyed drunk driving. Bebeto let out a happy cry when he saw me, but I ignored him and walked towards the Chief’s house.
    

    
      ‘Wait just a little bit. I will show you all what the joy of freedom tastes like.’
    

    
      The elves were living and dying quietly in the safest place in the world. There might be benefits to this kind of life, too, but my thoughts were different. I believed that one should take the biggest steps they could manage, struggling with all their might like the living beings they were.
    

    
      And so I walked forward, towards a moment in history that would bring about a big change to the fate of Nerman.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 91: Elves in a Well
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “How is it?”
    

    
      “I believe there’s not much time left.”
    

    
      “That bad?”
    

    
      “There is already barely any life mana left in his body. Without the treatment of the holy water and the priests, it would not be strange if he flew into the embrace of God right now.”
    

    
      “Mm, I see. You did well.”
    

    
      “Then, goodbye...”
    

    
      In the mansion of Duke Ormere, the man who had the Bajran Empire under his thumb, a priest of the Goddess of Destiny, Pallan, spoke briefly with the Duke and then left. The priest had come directly after treating the Emperor in the Imperial Palace.
    

    
      “Huhuhu, drench him with as much holy power as you want. It can’t heal 10 years of gradually accumulated Demetrian’s Tears.”
    

    
      Duke Ormere chuckled mirthfully inside the empty room.
    

    
      Demetrian’s Tears was made in the Araktch Empire in the Eastern Continent. It was absolutely not a poison. It was a miracle drug unrivaled in the world if used as a one-time medicine, but if it was taken for longer than a year, it would become a poison that would slowly eat away at one’s life mana.
    

    
      The Emperor had consumed those Demetrian’s Tears every day for 10 years. It would be strange if there was any life mana left in his body.
    

    
      “It’ll take five months at most. The Emperor will die a natural death. And then…the world will be truly mine. Kukukuku.”
    

    
      Ormere had begun preparations dozens of years ago for such a day. Using the strength of his family as bait, he pushed his little sister to the position of queen, and she produced a crown prince. All his elaborate planning had come perfectly to fruition.
    

    
      The powerful families of the empire had pledged their loyalty to Ormere’s ducal house, and every post in the military had been changed to Duke Ormere’s nominations. Even if the Emperor were to survive, he was helpless to the enormous strength Duke Ormere now possessed.
    

    
      “After the Emperor dies…I will build a great empire. I’ll take down all the neighboring kingdoms, and in my hands will be a great land mass that even those Laviter bastards will envy!”
    

    
      Duke Ormere reveled in his ambition.
    

    
      The young duke, not even 50 years of age, was riding on dreams.
    

    
      After making his great empire, he would become the true master of the empire.
    

    
      An empire that did not bear the name ‘Bajran,’ but the name of the Duke’s own house, ‘Fasain.’
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Congratulations. From now on, you are one of us, a member of the Green Tree Clan,” said Parciano with a benevolent smile.
    

    
      “W-What?”
    

    
      ‘Why?’
    

    
      His sudden words made my firm resolve waver.
    

    
      Parciano kindly gave me an explanation. “According to elven convention, any living being who has received an elf’s love is recognized as a member of the clan. This treatment applies even if it is a monster.”
    

    
      ‘Alright then, this is better anyway.’
    

    
      The elves were xenophobic by nature. Becoming a member of their clan was actually better. In any case, I wasn’t such a scumbag that I would just run off feigning indifference after kissing Narmias.
    

    
      “Thank you for accepting me as a member of the clan.”
    

    
      “Narmias is a good sprout. Even among our clan, there aren’t many children who can use both magic and spirits.”
    

    
      ‘Narmias is also a summoner mage?’
    

    
      I thought she was a harpy-riding warrior, but apparently she was a summoner mage.
    

    
      “I have something to request of the Chief Elder, as a member of the clan.” 
    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    
      ‘Maybe this, too, was the intent of the heavens.’
    

    
      Elves were naturally hostile to humans. Trying to integrate the elves who deeply valued habit and nature preservation with humans who emphasized development was laughable. In other words, it was as ridiculous as saying a dog and a chicken were in love.
    

    
      But the elves had suddenly taken me as a member of their clan. I couldn’t ignore their goodwill, if you could call it that.
    

    

    
      

    

    
      “As the Chief Elder knows, I am the Lord of Nerman. I possess a pitiful territory wedged in between the battle-crazy Temir and greedy human empires,” I said, packaging myself as a pitiful sop. Though in truth, we were poor enough to receive national handouts.
    

    
      “It is our long-standing unwritten law that we do not involve ourselves in human affairs. So far, nothing good has happened from involving ourselves with humans.” Sensing my next words, the Chief Elder put up his defenses in advance. 
    

    
      “I acknowledge that. Humans are greedy and their feelings change on a dime according to their interests.”
    

    
      “Hmm...”
    

    
      Parciano shut his mouth and hummed at my honest assessment of my own kind.
    

    
      “I have a dream. I dream of a world where greedy and callous humans, pure-hearted elves, hardworking dwarves who love to play by nature, and even the born-fighter beastmen can all live together. I will make Nerman into such a dream-like world. Please help me, Chief Elder. I request your help, as the human Kyre.”
    

    
      Chief Elder Parciano visibly recoiled at my words, but I continued.
    

    
      “I heard that in the past, when humans and elves lived together, the world was truly beautiful. They cooperated to repel monsters and demon beasts and formed the foundation of peace on this continent. I wish to create such an incredible world again.”
    

    
      “Do you think that is truly possible? I understand the gist of the world you dream of. However, that is impossible from the start. We may look like you humans, but from the moment of our births, humans and elves have a different culture, custom, and nature. That cannot be changed by anything.”
    

    
      I thought he would be different from the other inflexible elves, but the elder was incredibly stubborn.
    

    
      “There is a mistake in your words.”
    

    
      “A mistake?”
    

    
      “Yes. You say elves and humans are fundamentally different, but I heard that in the past, humans and elves fell in love and had children together. I see that as one form of politeness. But what do you think, sir? Do you think that those people really regretted their choices because of differing cultures and customs? I am sure that was not the case. Just like how Narmias and I could accept each other, the humans and elves do not have insurmountable differences between them. Only…The fundamental problem is that the stereotypes we have propagated from the beginning have tragically split the destinies of the humans and elves.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The elder fell into deep thought with his eyes closed.
    

    
      “Just like how you trust me, please help me. How long do you want the elves standing outside over there to live and die inside this stuffy protective magic circle? Do you not pity the futures of those who live day after day looking at the same sky and ground? Why do you consider this continent as property of the humans alone?! Please give the elves freedom. Show the elves the endless land under the limitless sky outside. That is the duty of the chief leading the elves!”
    

    
      My passionate words came tumbling out. The sky I loved would also give the elves the unrestrained freedom I found so exhilarating, but the elves merely lived and died while looking at that open sky.
    

    
      I felt sorry for them.
    

    
      Even if my life were to end today, my light would flicker out after letting my heart and soul burn free, but these elves would breathe their last looking at an empty sky.
    

    
      “It is dangerous. Rather than such freedom, it is my duty as the Chief Elder to protect my people. If I let my emotions be shaken so easily and let the elves into the world, I would have no right to be an elder.” 
    

    
      “Hahahahaha!”
    

    
      I burst out in laughter right on the heels of Parciano’s words.
    

    
      “Every word of yours is like a frog in a well.”
    

    
      “W-What did you say!!! How dare a mere human—!!”
    

    
      “Why, am I wrong? What difference is there between the elves and frogs that will live and die in a well, staring fearfully at the world outside?! And not even from their own will, but because their elder said so?!”
    

    
      “Shut up! What do you know about us elves to say such nonsense! Rather than living in the dirty and evil world, it’s better to lead peaceful lives here! What we elves truly want is to live in peace, even if we live just one day longer!” 
    

    
      “Is that really the case? Narmias, tell me honestly. Do you want to live out the rest of your life and die just like that in this tiny place like the elder says, or would you rather go into the outside world and die after experiencing the freedom of the sky, even if it’s just a single day?”
    

    
      Narmias had gone completely white at the aggressive conversation between me and the elder. 
    

    
      “Speak, Narmias.” As expected of an elf who had experienced a long life, Parciano’s agitation faded quickly and he looked towards Narmias calmly.
    

    
      “Please speak only your honest thoughts,” I said. “I will accede to your opinion.”
    

    
      If Narmias agreed with the Chief Elder, then I would have nothing more to argue. It was the law of the world that if the President didn’t want to do it, no one would.
    

    
      Narmias spoke after brief contemplation.
    

    
      “...I believe that the Chief Elder’s words are correct.”
    

    
      ‘Ah...’
    

    
      I squeezed my eyes shut.I felt like a fool for bothering to engage in this heated dispute.
    

    
      “However…I will follow Lord Kyre into the human world.”
    

    
      “....!!”
    

    
      Coming from the ever-quiet and obedient Narmias, the sudden announcement ringing with her firm will was more than enough to shock both the Elder Chief and I. 
    

    
      “And this feeling of mine will never, ever change.”
    

    
      Before the Elder could speak, Narmias flatly expressed her unchanging will.
    

    
      “Haah...” sighed Parciano. “Are you the only one who thinks that, or are there others among the elves who think that way?” he asked, his voice subdued.
    

    
      “I believe that most of the young elves think the same way as I do.”
    

    
      ‘The elves? Really?’
    

    
      Narmias’ words came as a shock for me, too. The elves always moved quietly with absolute obedience to the Chief Elder’s words. It was hard to believe that there was something hot and passionate dwelling within their hearts, though it was understandable for Narmias, since she loved me.
    

    
      “I see, so that was the case...” muttered Elder Parciano, nodding. After a moment, he turned to me. “Go back for now.”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      I might be recognized as a member of the clan now, but there was still a limit. Moreover, it was much better for me to step out of the way right now, when the elves needed to make an important decision as a clan.
    

    
      “Be well, Narmias.”
    

    
      “Yes…Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      The elven woman’s eyes grew damp at my warm words. 
    

    
      The warmth of Narmias’ body I had felt in the morning confirmed that she was no demon or monster, but a person no different from a human. Only, a human with slightly different ears, that is.
    

    
      “Please allow me to say just one more thing. If the elves suffer any type discrimination or harassment in Nerman…I will offer my own life.”
    

    
      For a man, this kind of obstacle was nothing.
    

    
      And I was confident—I had more than enough courage and wisdom to make my dream a reality.
    

    
      I turned and left the Chief Elder’s room.
    

    
      The die was cast, and the rest was up to the heavens.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 92: Thank You, Elves
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Lord Kyre! Lord Kyre!!”
    

    
      As soon as I returned to the covert, Aramis came running over, calling my name.
    

    
      ‘I was sorry for nothing,’ I mused. I spent the night out, but the angel I worried about came flying over with a huge smile.
    

    
      “Did something happen?”
    

    
      Jumping down from Bebeto, I looked at Aramis’ flushed face.
    

    
      “They woke up! Hohoho, the little ones woke up last night!!”
    

    
      “The little ones?”
    

    
      “The wyvern babies! Babies hatched from the eggs you entrusted to the temple.”
    

    
      ‘I completely forgot.’
    

    
      I received five wyvern eggs from the pirates. Because they were supposed to be incubated with daily servings of holy water, I had left all of them to Aramis.
    

    
      “Come quick and see. The way they’re chirping like they’re looking for their daddy is so cute.”
    

    
      Aramis was enjoying the fascination of birth. She grabbed my hand and dragged me to the temporary temple.
    

    
      ‘I’m thankful for the little guys.’
    

    
      If not for the wyvern eggs hatching, Aramis would have definitely waited for me like Hachiko.
    

    
      ‘Five wyverns, huh... What should I use them for?’
    

    
      Wyverns needed to grow for at least a few years before they could go into battle. Their monetary value had skyrocketed just with their successful birth, but I didn’t want to sell them off.
    

    
      Kuguuuu. 
    

    
      
        Piiiiiiguuuu.
      
    

    
      ‘!! Wha, what are those fried chickens?!’
    

    
      I entered the temple while contemplating various ways to take care of them and saw five creatures the size of roosters.
    

    
      “Hohoho, they’re so cute.”
    

    
      I got goosebumps when the fried chickens charged after spotting Aramis, but Aramis reacted with a bright smile.
    

    
      “Children, Daddy is here!”
    

    
      Flap flap. 
    

    
      Kugiiiiiiiiiiii! 
    

    
      Kigaaaaaaaa! 
    

    
      As if comprehending Aramis’ words, the strange-looking KFC wyvern babies scrambled over and started biting my cloak with their teeth. 
    

    
      ‘Oi!! Why am I the daddy of these birdbrains?!’
    

    
      The Kang family pedigree was about to be overrun with bird blood (not even dogs!).
    

    
      “If I am the daddy, then Lady Aramis is...”
    

    
      “Me? Naturally, I’m the mommy. Why, do you not want to be the daddy?” she asked, taking up the mommy mantle like it was natural.
    

    
      “Not at all! Absolutely not, never. I would never dislike it. Haha, looking closer, this little one’s mettle resembles me.”
    

    
      Unlike the others, one of the chicken babies was flapping and vigorously trying to fly. I gave the baby a slight pat. 
    

    
      Crunch! 
    

    
      “OW!”
    

    
      Just then, burning pain radiated from my hand. I had taken off my gauntlet when entering the temple as a sign of courtesy, and the damned chick was biting my incredibly vulnerable middle finger.
    

    
      ‘You fuckin’ birdbrain, I’ll—!!!’
    

    
      If not for Aramis, I would have thrown the damned thing into a pot to cook.
    

    
      “Oh my, it truly does have mettle. It already knows how to play with Daddy.”
    

    
      My finger was throbbing, but Aramis was busier praising the courage of the babies rather than paying any heed to my pain.
    

    
      “Haha, Lady Aramis.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “This, too, seems to be the heavenly intent of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran.”
    

    
      Aramis blinked her doe eyes at my out-of-the-blue words.
    

    
      “These creatures were born in the embrace of God. I will donate them to the temple so they can be used by future paladins.”
    

    
      “R-Really?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “Thank you! Thank you! Lord Kyre!!”
    

    
      Aramis bubbled with mirth and then very naturally jumped into my embrace.
    

    
      ‘Wow, I didn’t know she would be this grateful.’
    

    
      I felt like a blessed man receiving love from his wife after staying out overnight. I put my arms carefully around Aramis.
    

    
      PIGAAAAAA! 
    

    
      KUUGUUUUU! 
    

    
      As for the squealing chicken babies causing a ruckus next to us? I didn’t hear them at all.
    

    
      I only felt endless delight from the warmth of the big fish in my arms.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Please come in, Jamir.”
    

    
      “Haha, I offer my felicitations, Count Kyre de Nerman.”
    

    
      “What, for something so minor. Ahem ahem.”
    

    
      Jamir, Executive of the Rubis Merchants, bowed deeply as he congratulated me. He had personally led the merchant group to Nerman.
    

    
      “Please sit.”
    

    
      “I was surprised. How can so much change every time I come to Nerman... I’ve been to my fair share of places in the world, but I’ve never seen such a dynamic shift before.”
    

    
      ‘Hey, we’re barely getting started. Don’t get too surprised already.’
    

    
      “Did you encounter any difficulties on the way?”
    

    
      “That is...”
    

    
      Jamir trailed off, unable to answer my direct question.
    

    
      Rubis might be one of the continental Big Five merchant groups, but they held the lowest position and didn’t have that much power. I was sure that the pressure on them had increased. The Bajran and Laviter Empires hadn’t yet shown concrete hostility, but the Rubis had probably garnered unwelcome attention from the other major merchant groups, the magic towers, and now the Temple of the Goddess of Mercy.
    

    
      On top of that, the Havis Kingdom was most definitely prickly to them as well. Seeing as how the usually-confident Jamir was holding back his words, it was clear to me that the war had already begun.
    

    
      “How is the atmosphere on the continent?”
    

    
      “It is severe.”
    

    
      ‘Eh? It’s really severe?’
    

    
      The steadily increasing tension could kind of be felt even from here, but from Jamir’s hard expression, it seemed the situation was worse than I thought.
    

    
      “Is it because of me and Nerman?”
    

    
      “No. Your actions can be likened to throwing a stone into an enormous lake.”
    

    
      Information Guildmaster Smearns had been chased out of the territory like a dog. Because of his absence, we were unable to acquire specific information about the mood on the continent, so I was craning my ears to listen to the information Jamir was passing over.
    

    
      “Then...”
    

    
      “The continent will soon be enveloped in the flames of war. Because there hasn’t been much warring in the last few decades, empires and kingdoms alike have secured enormous forces. In addition, the number of nobles is at a saturation point, and belligerent sovereigns are appearing everywhere. Rubis has determined that continental war will erupt in 1 year at the earliest and 3 years at the latest.”
    

    
      ‘Haah, 1 year, you say...’
    

    
      The difference between knowing something vaguely vs. concretely was palpable.
    

    
      “In preparation for war, most of the merchant groups have begun to stockpile war goods. Of course, our merchant group is also transforming into a war merchant group.”
    

    
      “What kind of items exactly do you deal with if you become a war merchant group?”
    

    
      “Goods related to war, of course. The big ones are prohibited items used for wyverns like armor and Blessed Spears, and then war horses, armor, and weaponry, as well as military supplies like provisions, and finally, slave trade.”
    

    
      Jamir gave me a broad overview.
    

    
      ‘Many people will lose their homes.’
    

    
      This continent’s setting was similar to the Middle Ages on Earth. War between nations meant the participation of lords, and the participation of lords meant the conscription of territory residents. If they suffered defeat, the people would become slaves and sold during the forceful claiming of land by the victors.
    

    
      “On my way here, I noticed that Nerman has certainly achieved a bumper crop this year. If the winter grain is this good, one can expect a great harvest of spring grain and barley. With that, you will not have to import any more food.”
    

    
      As expected of a quick-witted merchant, it didn’t take long for Jamir to calculate the yield.
    

    
      “If war erupts, in the beginning, it will seem like force is the determining factor, but as the war drags out, in many cases, victory and defeat will be decided by supplies like provisions rather than direct war goods like weapons. Moreover, even after the war ends, until the devastated farmland is restored and productive again, the price of food will skyrocket for several years. I know you are aware and doing your best, but if I were to give you a word of advice, it would be to not take any chances with food procurement.”
    

    
      “Thank you for your concern.”
    

    
      “It is nothing. Thanks to Your Lordship, the fame of the Rubis Merchants is ringing brightly across the continent these days.”
    

    
      They had probably reaped a pretty profit from the dwarven goods and various transit trades.
    

    
      ‘We’ll only know for sure after the harvest begins in full force, but just from the harvest this year alone, we’ll have more than enough reserves to be self-sufficient until next year.’
    

    
      According to the various reports I had received in the last few days, the yield from the crops that were planted after being disinfected with holy water was double the usual amount. That was the result from the crops growing rapidly on originally fertile land without being affected by blight or pests.
    

    
      “I have something to ask.”
    

    
      “Please go ahead.” said Jamir, wearing the trademark humble smile of a merchant. He looked me in the eye with his light purple eyes.
    

    
      “Do you have any interest in selling salt?”
    

    
      “Salt? Of course, we have an exceedingly high interest in it. We are already selling the dwarven goods to the nobles, but we are unable to sell salt only because we do not have it. The decisive reason why our merchant group has been unable to challenge the bigger groups is because we do not have major connections with salt and provisions,” said Jamir, expressing his delight. “But why do you mention salt, sir? Could it be...?”
    

    
      Jamir trailed off, searching my eyes.
    

    
      “I am currently thinking about producing salt in the territory.”
    

    
      “What? Salt? But Nerman doesn’t have a salt mine...”
    

    
      “We have the ocean, do we not?”
    

    
      “Yes, of course, but salt production does not hinge on the presence of the ocean. In order to make thermal salt, one needs mountains where you can acquire a stable source of firewood, but from what I know, Nerman does not yet have such conditions. Also, making salt with magic incurs too many expenses, so it is not unprofitable.”
    

    
      As expected of a top dog of a merchant group, he was well informed.
    

    
      “Let us talk again in more concrete terms next spring.”
    

    
      “I understand. I will just trust you, Your Lordship.”
    

    
      ‘Just know you’re scoring a jackpot this time, too.’
    

    
      “Also, Your Lordship...”
    

    
      “What, do you have something to say?”
    

    
      “I heard there are many madir in the sea here as well... Could something be done if you have the time?”
    

    
      ‘I guess it’s already time to catch tuna.’
    

    
      They had to be caught here and delivered to nobles everywhere on the continent, which would take nearly a month. The month of the Goddess of Abundance and Festivities, Sapphire, was this upcoming month.
    

    
      “I understand. How many do I need to catch?”
    

    
      “Of course, the more, the better. I have prepared plenty of magic refrigerators.”
    

    
      Jamir had prepared in advance, knowing I would accept his request. I grinned back at his bright smile. The tuna would go to waste if they weren’t caught, anyway, so I was merely grateful that he would buy them from me at a pretty penny.
    

    
      ‘It’s been a while—shall we throw a tuna party?’
    

    
      The days were trudging along as I waited for news from the elves. It had already been a week since I returned from the Elven Village.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Alrighty, let the tide come in.’
    

    
      I was about to employ the tuna-catching method that only I knew. Thanks to Aramis praying towards the sea every day for the past few days, no sea monsters showed up. As a result, the fishermen who acted fast made small fishing boats and were enthusiastically catching fish.
    

    
      ‘Nice, I see the tuna over there!’
    

    
      Around 2 kilometers away from the harbor, hundreds of tuna were energetically moving along, flopping in and out of the water.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go!”
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Kyuuuuuuuuuu! 
    

    
      As Bebeto descended to the school of tuna with his wings outstretched, the five Gold Wyverns behind us followed suit. Having received proper mental education from the beastmen, the Golds were perfectly under control now.
    

    
      “Chain Lightning!”
    

    
      I cast the 5th Circle spell towards the front of the swarm.
    

    
      Ziiiiing! 
    

    
      My mana and will combined to draw out the mana in the air and form the spell. Blue sparks flew in the air for a moment before a globe of lightning flew towards the sea.
    

    
      Booooooom! 
    

    
      Bzzzzzzztttttttttttttt! 
    

    
      “Chain Lightning!” 
    

    
      “Lightning Cross!” 
    

    
      “Lightning Field!” 
    

    
      “Lightning Blade!” 
    

    
      “Lightning...” 
    

    
      5th Circle lightning spells were cast consecutively after mine.
    

    
      Craaaash! Booooooom! 
    

    
      ZIIIIIIIINNNNNNNNNNNG! 
    

    
      The calm sea rippled with a blue sparkle made of lightning sparks in moments.
    

    
      BZZZZZZZZZTTTTTTTTTT! 
    

    
      ‘Hooh! Impressive!’
    

    
      The volley of 5th Circle spells covered an area around 200 meters in diameter with glowing lightning. From above, it was an impressive sight to behold. 
    

    
      After a short while, an enormous quantity of fish floated to the surface belly-up.
    

    
      ‘Jackpot!!’
    

    
      In this sea, because of the sea monsters and demons, there was an overwhelming amount of fish. Their greatest predator, humans, were absent, and because the sea was unpolluted, it was half water, half fish. And just as I planned, the thousands, no, hundreds of thousands of fish that floated to the surface were pushed towards the shore due to the rising tide.
    

    
      ‘Today, I’ll play the part of the lord properly for once.’
    

    
      Thousands of people were gathered at the shore. I had informed the people living in Denfors to come pick up free fish, and the number of residents was steadily increasing.
    

    
      ‘More of them are coming over!’
    

    
      Unaware of what was happening, another school of tuna came flopping our way.
    

    
      
        Guooooo! 
      
    

    
      I grasped Bebeto’s reins and soared upwards.
    

    
      I wanted to give all the people living on our territory a present: the madir that could only be eaten by nobles.
    

    
      I was always an awesome lord, after all!
      

    

    
      “Eat lots, children. It’s a present from Daddy.”
    

    
      
        Kugiiiii.
      
    

    
      Kagaaaaaaa. 
    

    
      The wyvern babies had grown from rooster size to dog size in the blink of an eye. They flapped wings about 1 meter wide as they played on the covert runway, eating a hefty tuna that I had caught.
    

    
      “Derval, did you take care of all the things I ordered you to do?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege. We even converted the merchant group carriages and sent them all to the concrete production facilities.”
    

    
      “It will be harvest season soon. Besides the soldiers stationed in the major forts, give the soldiers a temporary break in the places that are lacking manpower.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Thanks to the dravits, we had cultivated a considerable amount of land, upon which winter grain was steadily ripening. However, we lacked manpower. Because most young men in Nerman made a living as soldiers or mercenaries, the sudden increase in yield was difficult to handle.
    

    
      ‘The road has to be repaired to some extent before we can begin fort construction.’
    

    
      The beginning and end of everything was the road. A sturdy cement road had to be completed in order to increase the transit speed of cargo, the cargo that would complete this territory. If large-scale war erupted next year like Jamir predicted, Nerman would not be exempt from danger. Rather, it wouldn’t be strange for the Havis bastards to come attacking right away.
    

    
      “Did you acquire all the goods necessary for getting through the winter?”
    

    
      “They are stockpiled in more than adequate quantities. The weapons made by the dwarves are also being swiftly distributed, so the morale of the soldiers is excellent.”
    

    
      In other places, you had to reach knight level to dream of getting a dwarven weapon. They were made of regular steel, but a dwarven-made sword or spear did not break easily. Because of that, it was only expected that the morale of the soldiers would skyrocket.
    

    
      ‘I hope the magic crystals arrive soon...’
    

    
      Chrisia had probably arrived at the Kesmire Kingdom by now. If I could, I would have liked to ride Bebeto and haul back the magic crystals myself—they were necessary for the large buildings scattered here and there in the territory. We were running low on the low-grade magic crystals used in Blessed Spears, too.
    

    
      “I’ll be at the production facility, so if something happens, contact me immediately.”
    

    
      “Have a good trip, my liege.”
    

    
      Because he had exceptional administration skills that my other knights lacked, Derval was always busy. He must have lost weight due to his busy routine, because his face was gaunt.
    

    
      ‘He might even kick the bucket at this rate.’
    

    
      I was sorry, but it couldn’t be helped. Janice and the other high-level knights were terribly busy with daily territory patrols and formation training. At least the Temir were quiet these days.
    

    
      “Children, Daddy is going to work. Give your farewells, hohoho.”
    

    
      Thanks to the wyvern babies, Aramis had a constant smile of joy these days.
    

    
      Kugeeeehh! 
    

    
      Kagaaa! 
    

    
      As if understanding her, the wyvern babies squawked at me as I prepared to jump onto Bebeto.
    

    
      “I’ll be back.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      When I met eyes with Aramis in a farewell, her eyes crinkled with mirth at me. She was like an energizer who could boost your strength just by looking at her.
    

    
      I jumped onto the waiting Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘We have to get started, even without the help of the elves.’
    

    
      Turning my head, I saw the beastmen who were waiting atop wyverns on my command. As long as they were given a place to sleep, food to eat, and magic formulas to study, the beastmen had zero complaints.
    

    
      “Let’s go!”
    

    
      Guooooooooo! 
    

    
      Bebeto stretched his wings wide and thundered forward. As he did so, I didn’t have any extravagant emotions like disappointment.
    

    
      Today as well, I was simply running onwards with my eyes looking forward.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Cla-clang! Cla-clang! 
    

    
      ‘As expected, human strength is mighty.’
    

    
      At the limestone mine where cement was produced, slaves were diligently working their pickaxes in tight clusters, mining the limestone. They weren’t working underground, so it wasn’t very hard work. I had also commanded the soldiers standing guard to not work them too hard.
    

    
      ‘A ton has been gathered.’
    

    
      I took a bunch of decent engineers and had them produce cement, so there was plenty of it piled up in the wooden warehouses standing around the facility.
    

    
      ‘It’ll harden if it isn’t used.’
    

    
      Packaging techniques weren’t developed like in the 21st century, so the produced cement would soon harden if it was left too long in the warehouses.
    

    
      ‘Let’s start here.’
    

    
      Not just slaves, but reserve soldiers were also prepared, totaling 3,000 men. There were also hundreds of carriages bearing shells and sand.
    

    
      ‘There’s an abundance of shells and sand around the river.’
    

    
      Even as Bebeto steadily landed, the gears in my head were turning swiftly.
    

    
      “Saaaalute!”
    

    
      The cement production facility had very nearly been turned into a fort. Once Bebeto landed, the thousands of soldiers standing in wait cried out a salute towards me in tandem.
    

    
      “Welcome, my liege!”
    

    
      The ten or so knights in charge of the production facility gave their own military honors.
    

    
      “Is everything ready?”
    

    
      “We have taken care of everything as Sir Derval relayed. The slaves and soldiers have been organized into groups of 100.”
    

    
      “Then let us begin at once. Pour the sand, shells, and cement at the determined positions. At the same time, take the slaves and make a path from here to there!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      ‘It would be easy if the elves would lend a hand.’ Be it time or manpower, everything was lacking if we wanted to achieve this feat with human strength. ‘Ah well, we just have to put our shoulders to the wheel.’
    

    
      “Hasifor.”
    

    
      “Speak, master.”
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      I really couldn’t get used to the sneaking ability of the beastmen—he had been standing behind me without a sound.
    

    
      “When the soldiers make the path, use the spell Rock Wall on both sides, around 50 cm high...”
    

    
      CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! 
    

    
      “E-ENEMIES HAVE APPEARED!”
    

    
      “Everyone, prepare for battle! Unknown wyverns have appeared!”
    

    
      I was explaining the plan to the beastmen who were listening with blinking eyes when soldiers from the production facility’s watchtower yelled out at the top of their voices.
    

    
      ‘What?! Are the Havis bastards attacking already?!’
    

    
      The production facility was located halfway between Denfors and the Havis Kingdom’s borders. It was definitely possible for them to attack us unawares.
    

    
      “They aren’t wyverns.”
    

    
      “They’re harpies.”
    

    
      ‘Harpies!!’
    

    
      With their incredible eyesight, the beastmen looked into the distance and alerted me of harpies.
    

    
      ‘HARPIES!’
    

    
      After focusing my eyes with mana towards the western sky, I also saw some familiar creatures.
    

    
      “It’s elves.”
    

    
      “Our friends.”
    

    
      It was the elves. To my surprise, the elves that hadn’t appeared on the continent until now were flying towards us on over 20 harpies.
    

    
      “M-My liege, what should we do?” The knights looked at me, flustered.
    

    
      “Guests have come.”
    

    
      “G-Guests?”
    

    
      “Everyone, prepare.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The knights tensed and accepted my calm command.
    

    
      ‘Narmias...’
    

    
      Leading the giant eagle-lookalike harpies that had quickly neared the cement facility was a certain elf.
    

    
      That elf was the warrior Narmias.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      The harpies with elves on their backs slowly landed on the facility’s clearing. They were either highly trained or the elves had a strong connection with the harpies, but the elves landed in perfect, orderly rows.
    

    
      The limestone powder on the ground flew up, and after all the harpies touched down, a short moment of silence enveloped the facility.
    

    
      The soldiers were staring at the harpies they had never seen before with shocked gazes, and the beastmen were also tense, even though they had called the elves their friends.
    

    
      ‘They’re super cool, huh?’
    

    
      With magnificent longbows made of mithril and some unknown metal on their backs, Narmias and the elves made an awesome picture, like a cinematic game intro. 
    

    
      “My friends whose steps are filled with green life, I welcome you.”
    

    
      I gave a greeting to the elves wearing thin, full-body mithril armor and mask-like helmets.
    

    
      Swoosh. Whumpf. 
    

    
      The elves jumped down from their harpies and fell into ranks in front of me like one fluid entity.
    

    
      ‘What a relief.’
    

    
      From the mood, I could clearly tell they were not here as enemies.
    

    
      The elves removed their helmets.
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “E-Elves!!!”
    

    
      “My goodness, elves have appeared!”
    

    
      The soldiers who had stopped working to gawk exclaimed with shock.
    

    
      “May green serenity be with thee...” The elves greeted me.
    

    
      ‘They’re tense.’
    

    
      Most of the humans had forgotten the events that happened over a thousand years ago, but for the elves, the war had happened during the time of their grandparents, so they were hesitant towards the human world. So it was no wonder that they would be full of tension now, with humans looking at them with great interest.
    

    
      ‘But they’re also happy.’
    

    
      It wasn’t just tension—I could also see traces of the joy that only someone who had left the well and experienced the endless sky could show. Tension and excitement was seeping from the elves into their surroundings.
    

    
      “The elders have given their permission. We wanted to observe the world, so we are the first to come,” explained Narmias. She might be clumsy at expressing her emotions, but her eyes were full of joy.
    

    
      ‘I won’t forget this favor for as long as I live.’
    

    
      This lovable elf was devoting her life to me, for me. I decided to express my emotions by giving her lips a big smooch tonight.
    

    
      “Thank you very much. The difficult but precious decision you made today will forge a new history for humans and elves.”
    

    
      I bowed my head to show my sincere gratitude.
    

    
      Among the mostly young elves, the elf who looked the oldest stepped forward. “No, brother. We should thank you for guiding us to the outside world.”
    

    
      “Friends, it has been a while.”
    

    
      “Oh, beastmen!”
    

    
      “Good to see you.”
    

    
      “May green serenity be full within. The elders looked so hard for you, but we are meeting here in the end.”
    

    
      “Our master is a good person. You can trust him.”
    

    
      Without even giving the elves who recognized their energy time for surprise, the beastmen gave simple but sure praise about me. They ate a lot, but they were just as handy to have around.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre, how may we be of assistance?”
    

    
      The smart Narmias had read the mood and could see we were in the middle of something.
    

    
      “Are all the brothers and sisters here all summoners?”
    

    
      “Yes. Everyone can summon intermediate and high spirits.”
    

    
      “!! H-High Summoners!”
    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      The knights listening to the conversation looked stunned. 
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Jackpot!’
    

    
      The appearance of the elves was like giving me a forklift, bulldozer, and concrete mixer truck all at once. Their numbers could have been a bit higher, but this was more than enough.
    

    
      “Please call earth spirits to dig from here to there, around this deep and this wide. Also, please put up walls around this high on the sides, sturdy enough that they will last like stones for several days.”
    

    
      The elves nodded after I showed the depth and width with my hands.
    

    
      “That’s easy.”
    

    
      ‘These beautiful bastards.’
    

    
      My heart was fit to bursting with joy at Narmias’ words. It might be easy for the elves, but it really wasn’t easy for us.
    

    
      “Then, I leave it to you.”
    

    
      Two elves came forward.
    

    
      “My friend, come forth.”
    

    
      “My dear friend, I have something to request.”
    

    
      The two elves closed their eyes and summoned spirits.
    

    
      Ruuuuumble. 
    

    
      ‘It’s the high earth spirit, Terran!’
    

    
      High spirits even I was unable to contract with, Terrans, were forming before my eyes.
    

    
      “Wooaah!”
    

    
      The knights drew back in alarm at the dirt that suddenly gathered into two humanoid dirt piles 4 meters tall.
    

    
      ‘Ohh! Amazing!’
    

    
      They were made of dirt, but the powerful mana they emitted was awe-inspiring.
    

    
      “My friend, please pack down the ground to this depth until over there.”
    

    
      “Oh friend I respect, make walls around the packed down earth.”
    

    
      Ruuuuuuumble. 
    

    
      I thought I understood why elves had such a high affinity with spirits.They treated the spirits so sincerely like friends, so how could the spirits not like them?
    

    
      “H-How can that be?!”
    

    
      The Terrans burrowed smoothly into the ground, and the earth was suddenly stamped down, flattening it with a depth and width that were exact down to the last centimeter. 
    

    
      At the same time, another Terran formed earth walls on both sides.
    

    
      ‘Hnng...’
    

    
      An indescribable emotion welled up within me. The spirits finished something impossible to finish in one day with the beastmen in just a few minutes.
    

    
      “Stone Field!”
    

    
      After the ground was perfectly leveled, centimeter exact, and thick walls were raised on both sides, the elves used magic to harden the ground. Several hundred meters of the road just like the one I had imagined were completed in mere moments.
    

    
      “Is there anything else we can do?” asked the friendly Miss Narmias, her refreshing smile almost bringing me to tears.
    

    
      “What are you all doing! Quickly pour in the cement powder, shells, and sand! Fill the entire pit!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The knights who had been dazed out of their senses because of the sudden appearance of the elves hastened to obey.
    

    
      “Move! Quickly, pour the cement powder and sand into the pit, with plenty of shells!”
    

    
      A wire mesh would be icing on the cake, but right now, we had to make do with what we had.
    

    
      Ruuumble. 
    

    
      It was difficult to use horses here, so soldiers and slaves were joining hands to drag a heavy carriage.
    

    
      “Hasifor, put a weight reduction spell on the carriage.” 
    

    
      “Got it, master.”
    

    
      I didn’t need to say much.
    

    
      “Lighten!”
    

    
      “Lighten!”
    

    
      The beastmen immediately ran forward and applied weight reduction magic on the carriage. It was one of the 2nd Circle status spells, so the spell was cast without a hitch.
    

    
      “Please make it so that the contents of the carriage can be poured from the side of the dirt walls.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Ruuuuuumble. 
    

    
      As soon as I gave the command, sturdy dirt lifted the area around the carriage, and then cement, shells, and sand were poured into the mold formed by the dirt walls. After hundreds of carriages were moved at once, the pit several hundreds of meters long was filled in no time.
    

    
      “Summoners of water, please come forward and fill the pit with water and mix it.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      The elves moved in perfect order at my command. They were probably ordered by Elder Parciano to obey me well.
    

    
      “Ciquelle, my friend, I earnestly call upon thee.”
    

    
      Shaaaaaaa! 
    

    
      At the summons of a beautiful female water summoner with blue hair, the high water spirit Ciquelle appeared with a flash in the air. Twice as big as a regular wolf, Ciquelle’s body was adorned with sharp fins, creating a very dashing sight.
    

    
      “Please pour water over the materials in there and mix them all.”
    

    
      Shaaaaaaaaaaaaaa. 
    

    
      Ciquelle jumped right into the cement materials. The dry materials quickly became wet before mixing together before my eyes.
    

    
      And then, while I was dazedly standing there, drunk on happiness, our very first road was completed. A perfect path of wet concrete wide enough for two lanes was stretching forward.
    

    
      ‘Oh, Gods above!’
    

    
      I almost cried tears of joy. If the elves hadn’t shown up, even I would have had to jump in and labor away, but a beautiful path several hundred meters long was made in less than an hour. Of course, it still needed time to cure, but now I could proceed without worries. At this rate, as long as we had enough materials, we could probably lay down several kilometers of cement in a single day.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu, you want to observe the world, you say? Just believe in me. I’ll show you that life isn’t so easy.’
    

    
      After completing the work, the elves were standing around calmly like pretty mannequins. As if they heard my inner thoughts, they all suddenly trembled as if catching a chill.
    

    
      “My dear Narmias.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Please take care of it over there as well.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      Narmias shouted a happy “yes” to my approach and quiet whisper.
    

    
      I did have somewhat wicked thoughts, but whatever! My only crime was making full use of the abilities the gods had granted the elves.
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    ‘We’ll build a fort here.’

    I settled on the location of the most important fortress on the Nerman Plains, a small hill around 10 kilometers away from the border with the Havis Kingdom. You could clearly see in all directions here—it was the perfect spot for a fort.

    ‘It’s a distance away from the passage, so they won’t see it. If we gather all the materials and make it all in one go, they’ll never know.’

    One week had passed after getting the elves’ help. The elves who returned every night to the Elven Village were truly diligent. When the sun came back up, they somehow always managed to find me, wherever I was, like ghosts returning to their haunt. When I asked Narmias how that was possible, she shyly bowed her head and refused to answer. I guessed that Narmias had something akin to telepathy.

    ‘Anyone who invades my territory will not be forgiven, no matter who they are.’

    After choosing the fortress grounds, my fighting spirit blazed within me. Our population was low and so were our resources, but our pride would never bend. It felt like the magnificent aura from the Rual Mountains visible from across the plains was bolstering me.

    Wooooooosh. 

    A fairly chilly wind came blowing in. The warmth in the wind had completely disappeared within the week. The red autumn foliage that had begun at the top of the mountains had already spread its colorful skirt to the foot of the mountains.

    ‘It’s almost harvest time. As long as we can finish the harvest with a good amount of supplies, the territory will be safe.’

    Thanks to the help of the elves, around 30 kilometers of the road was finished within a week. We could have done more, but the materials in the carriages were limited, which we could have solved by mobilizing wyverns, but we couldn’t hastily put them to use when there was no knowing when the enemies would attack.

    ‘In around two months, a road will be completed from Denfors all the way to here.’

    The elves had no complaints. They repeated the same work every day, but having lived at least a hundred years locked in a cage only a few kilometers wide on each side, it seemed the work was enjoyable for them. There were also elves who cried tears of joy after tasting chewy wheat bread.

    ‘I wonder if Rosiathe is doing well?’

    We knew from the merchants that were coming and going that there were no mishaps in the Havis Kingdom yet. However, there was a limit to what merchants could know. Thinking about what harassment that delicate lady could be enduring from the nobles made my heart slightly ache.

    ‘Hold on until we meet again in the near future, Rosiathe.’

    There wasn’t much I could do for her. The only thing I could do was to grow my strength and bury the pain in the asses of the Havis Kingdom in one go this upcoming spring.

    “Let’s go back.”

    Guooooooo! 

    Bebeto had become more imposing than ever. Nearly half a size bigger than other wyverns, Bebeto flapped his huge wings and lifted into the sky above the hill I had chosen.

    ‘I heard the movements of the monsters are suspicious.’

    Because of road construction and the beginning of the harvest, I was hella busy, but I received a report from Fort Ciaris that there was a marked uptick in appearances from the monsters chased into the Rual Mountains. In addition, the monsters in the other regions where we were unable to execute monster subjugation were growing more active.

    It seemed they were also aware.

    That it was time for the humans to harvest the crops.

    
      

    

    * * *

    
      

    

    “If we keep going like this, I believe the royal treasury will suffer bankruptcy this year.”

    “Bankruptcy? From what I heard, we had a good harvest this year, so we should be getting plenty of taxes from every territory, so what do you mean by bankruptcy!”

    “Ah, of course, I heard a few territories were like that. But as you know, Princess, the territories of our Havis Kingdom have quite a few expenses, do they not? It’s not like the Royal Army can protect the borders, and the Royal Family’s designated territory is not very large, either.”

    "....."

    Inside the councilroom of the Havis Kingdom Royal Palace, Princess Rosiathe, who was attending the meeting in the place of the king, could only clench the hem of her dress in response to Duke Hanskane. 

    “My territory is not in any condition to give much taxes this year, either. Because of the flooding last summer, our farmlands took considerable damage. I would be thankful for your understanding.”

    “There is no river on your land, is there, Count Arkento!”

    “We don’t have a river, but when the rain comes, the water flows over and there’s nothing we can do.”

    The nobles smirked towards the Princess, busy securing tax cuts for themselves. The taxes they were due to pay were already low, but they were trying to cut that amount even further.

    “Silence. The Royal Treasury must be full in order for your territories to be secure as well. Each territory should pay a tax of 10%, like last year.”

    Duke Hanskane gave an order to the nobles with the Princess representing the King right in front of him. Because Duke Safidian, a supporter of the King, had been unable to leave his mansion due to sickness for the past few years, Hanskane acted like the world belonged to him.

    “Princess, we shall move to the next issue.”

    Knowing she was merely a figurehead, Princess Rosiathe bit her lip and endured the humiliation. If she fell here, all the disgrace she had endured so far would go to waste.

    “C-Continue.”

    “The next issue is the compensation case from the Nerman Territory.”

    “Did we not decide to deal with that matter with force this coming spring?”

    “We did indeed. But according to the merchants and mercenaries coming from Nerman, Nerman achieved a massive bumper crop this year. As such, we plan on moving the soldiers directly after the harvest is complete and securing the compensation.”

    “H-How can you move the army without consent from the Royal Family?! This is too much, isn’t it?!”

    Rosiathe had endured all this time, but she jumped out of her seat, glaring at Duke Hanskane and the nobles.

    “Please calm yourself, Princess. His Majesty the King already permitted the expedition, did he not? Also, for this compensation issue, the Royal Knights and Soldiers are not participating and the dispatched force will be purely made up of a coalition of territories. Therefore, I believe there is no need for you to resist it to such a degree, Princess.”

    "....."

    Duke Hanskane was an old hand at politics and was from a prominent family. It was difficult for Rosiathe to block the Duke with words alone. The authority of the crown had crumbled long ago, after all.

    ‘But Count Kyre asked me to block them until the spring...’

    Rosiathe’s heart was wrenched with anxiety. If Hanskane and the nobles insisted, she would have no grounds to stop them. The King had already given his permission for the expedition long ago.

    “Please wait. Until the harvest is complete, I absolutely forbid you to dispatch the troops. This I command, in the name of Rosiathe von Havis.”

    Determined, Rosiathe gave a strict command.

    However, not a single one of the nobles responded. They merely looked at Rosiathe with irritated gazes.


    “Derval, how is it looking with the monsters and Temir?”

    “The Temir have been quiet ever since the previous battle, but the movements of the monsters have been strange. The ones that were repelled around Ciaris are hiding in the Rual Mountains and crawling back out, and monsters from other sides are also slowly approaching, as if to surround Denfors.”

    ‘If I could, I would clear them all away, but...’

    I would have liked to put our entire strength to repelling monsters from Nerman, like when we did the monster subjugations, but right now, we were short-handed. We had managed to recruit wyverns and Skyknights, but with our current forces, we had our hands full simply defending. In order to secure a safe trade route, soldiers had to be stationed at Fort Ciaris as well as the main fort leading to Havis, and the rest of the soldiers had to be on watch for Temir aggravation and attacks from monsters besieging us in various places.

    “For now, we are continuing to make the fleet-footed cavalry use the acquired war horses. If we do a multi-pronged attack with Skyknights, there shouldn’t be much problem defending the territory,” said Derval while looking at a map of Nerman.

    ‘That’s true in theory, but damn, the monsters stalking around give me an uneasy and dirty feeling, you know.’

    It left a strange taste in my mouth that was hard to describe, like biting into an unripe banana.

    “How’s the progress on the harvest?”

    “All the land cultivated by the dravits are located around Denfors, so we are steadily harvesting from the near surroundings onwards. For the places lacking manpower, soldiers were given breaks like you commanded, my lord, so the harvest is proceeding without a problem.”

    “Once the harvest is complete, take wheat and other crops as taxes and distribute them to every fort, including Denfors.”

    “Understood.”

    The territory was stabilizing, little by little. The soldiers were being turned into elites, and territory development was progressing well, too. As soon as the harvest was finished, we wouldn’t have any worries about food until next year. There was also quite a quantity of fish being caught from the sea and river.

    ‘It’s too quiet. Like the calm before the storm...’

    I was doubtful as to whether it was truly okay for the enemies all around us to be this quiet.

    ‘Shit, just come if you dare. I’ll strip you down to the hairs on your butt!’

    I ignited my fighting spirit towards the invisible enemies lurking beyond Nerman. I had to keep going with a know-no-retreat mentality, until the day Nerman had enough strength to protect itself. 

    “My lord! There are people outside wanting to see you.”

    ‘Who is it this time?’

    “I will go outside and see.”

    “Alright, go see who it is.”

    Things were too busy right now to just see anybody.

    ‘The most dangerous ones are the Laviter.’

    Taking the Gold Wyverns because I was unable to kick away the feast before my eyes kept bothering me. The Second Prince might be a scumbag, but things wouldn’t have gotten this big if I hadn’t gotten involved.

    ‘I need more wyverns, so should I just clean out the coffers?’

    Up until now, I had never acquired a wyvern with my own money.

    “My liege, it is Derval.”

    “Hm? Come in.”

    Derval returned from meeting the people who wanted to see me.

    Creaaak. 

    He opened the office door and came inside, along with...

    ‘Ara? Who are those people?’

    “Give your greetings. The person before is the one and only liege I serve.”

    “It is nice to meet you, Count Kyre. My name is Andriave.”

    “It is an honor to meet you. I am called Thevedian.”

    ‘Does Derval know these guys?’

    From the moment he stepped in, Derval was smiling from ear to ear, unable to conceal his joy.

    “They are schoolmates from the Empire Administrative Academy.”

    “Ah! Haha, it is my pleasure to meet you. I am the Lord of Nerman, Kyre.”

    ‘OHH! They’re the long-awaited talents.’

    They were graduates from the Administrative Academy and could be called true elites of the Bajran Empire. The two handsome men looked to be around Derval’s age; they were in their mid-twenties. Most striking was Andriave’s heterochromia—he had a mismatched pair of blue and brown eyes.

    “I apologize for coming so late.”

    “You’ve still got the shame to be sorry? Your one and only friend in the world sent you such a touching, earnest letter, but you only crawled out now, I’m really disappointed in you guys. To think you only had that much trust in me, Derval.”

    “I’m ashamed, but it couldn’t be helped; I had to sort things out in the household.”

    It seemed they were really friends. They met Derval’s playful scolding with sincere expressions of regret.

    “You had to sort things out in the household? What do you mean?” I asked.

    “That is...” Andraive trailed off, hesitating.

    Thevedian, who was tall and looked like a naive young man, began to speak. “We tried coming as soon as we received Derval’s letter. But we hesitated for a moment because of the bad rumors regarding Your Lordship and His Highness the Crown Prince and other nobles.”

    “As you must be aware, Your Lordship, because of Nerman’s unique position, once you decide to come here, you cannot go back. But we kept hearing more and more bad news... If you were a liege we could devote our lives to like Derval did, of course we would have come, but for us, it could only be a big risk,” continued Andraive with a quiet voice.

    ‘Sigh, I would’ve done the same.’

    Of course leaving their stable jobs and families to serve an unknown liege because of one letter from their friend was a risk. Also, Nerman might be technically Bajran Empire land, but it wasn’t easy to get to.

    “I understand.”

    “Thank you for your understanding.”

    “Then what about your families? Your parents?” asked Derval with urgency, looking worried.

    “For now, we just told them we were going. We wanted to sort things out faster to help you, but it ended up being this late.”

    Come to think of it, Derval also had a family.

    “Since you’ve come this far, you must have made your decision, so tell me. Will you work for me and Nerman?”

    “I will serve you as my liege. Derval, Thevedian, and I made a vow during our academy days. That if we find a true liege, we will all serve that person as our liege together.”

    “My liege! I, Andraive, vow to serve you as my liege.”

    “I, Thevedian, swear to you that this life of mine will be used to serve you with all my loyalty!”

    ‘Birds of a feather flock together. As expected for Derval’s friends.’

    Because they trusted their friend, they even trusted the liege their friend chose—what a beautiful friendship. They must have steeled their resolve on their way here.

    “Thank you. I will become a liege who will never disappoint you.”

    The sincere need no flowery language. Just opening our hearts to one another was more than enough.

    “Derval, I will appoint Sir Andraive and Thevedian with knighthood, so make the announcement.”

    “A-As knights?”

    The two men were shocked. Appointing graduates from Administrative Academy as knights rather than administrative staff was pretty much unheard of in the history of the empire.

    “Do you oppose it?”

    “No, sir! I am merely grateful for your grace, my liege.”

    Because I went and appointed them as knights as soon as we met, the two were flustered. Even if they had aspirations, talents on this continent were unable to set sail for the dreams in their hearts because of rank constraints. I would accept them as fully as I could.

    “Derval, contact the Rubis Merchants.”

    “What should I tell them...?”

    “To bring the new knights’ families in their entirety to Nerman.”

    "......"

    “There will be no place safer than here in the future.”

    “My liege...”

    “Alright, alright! Let’s get moving, everyone. Know that each drop of your sweat is a drop of blood from the people of Nerman and do your best!”

    “YES, SIR!!!”

    ‘Nice!’

    My heart was full of pride.

    Like scraps of fabric sewed together to make a quilt, Nerman was coming together, piece by piece.

    I decided to run myself ragged today as well. One drop of my sweat was equivalent to a tear of joy from the people of Nerman.
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      “Are the preparations going well?”
    

    
      “As soon as the harvest ends, the lords and knights will come together. There is no need to worry.”
    

    
      “I am deeply comforted by your confidence, Duke Hanskane.”
    

    
      “This is all thanks to His Excellency Duke Yanovis’ great, great grace.”
    

    
      “I shall relay your loyal feelings to him.”
    

    
      In the castle of Duke Hanskane, which was not far from the capital of the Havis Kingdom, two people were having a secret conversation in the lord’s office, which glittered with luxurious furniture and paintings. The man who spoke without honorifics to Duke Hanskane, the highest ranking noble in the kingdom, was most certainly a subordinate of Laviter Empire’s Duke Yanovis.
    

    
      “But may I ask when the empire will annex the kingdom...? Our preparations are all complete. As soon as the empire gives the command, the Havis Kingdom will immediately become the land of His Imperial Majesty, in all his wisdom.” Hanskane spoke of treason without a hitch, his eyes sparkling.
    

    
      “Just wait a little longer. His Majesty the Emperor will soon give the order.”
    

    
      “I understand. Please give us the command at any time.”
    

    
      “That aside, you said Princess Rosiathe is repeatedly interfering these days?”
    

    
      “That has been a slight annoyance as of late. She may be a figurehead princess, but she is first in line to the throne, so the people and a few nobles are supporting her. She is so bothersome that I would like to erase her, if possible.”
    

    
      “Just wait a little longer for that, as well. There are many ways to use Princess Rosiathe, said to be the greatest beauty of the northern continent.”
    

    
      “Huhu, that is why I have been enduring. She may have become obstinate, but all the military power and royal authority has long since been in my hands.”
    

    
      “Work hard for just another few years. A reward reciprocating all your hard work will soon return to you.”
    

    
      “I shall repay it with my loyalty.”
    

    
      He was a duke of the Havis Kingdom in name, but in the marrow of his bones, Hanskane had become a servant of the Laviter Empire.
    

    
      Clink! 
    

    
      The two people clinked glasses of red wine, smiles full of intrigue spreading across their faces. From their bodies radiated the stench of desire, ambition that would stop at nothing to secure benefits for themselves.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Ruuuuuuuumble. 
    

    
      ‘Spirits are seriously useful.’
    

    
      On a flatland next to a stretch of shore not far from Denfors and the harbor, the Terrans that were doing tons of bulldozing work these days were turning the earth and stamping it flat. An area full of lush grasses was miraculously transformed into an empty plot. After a moment, the flat plot hardened like stone.
    

    
      “Is this sufficient?”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s exactly how I wanted it.”
    

    
      The enormous, rectangular plot was the size of ten soccer fields.
    

    
      “Derval, take care of it according to the blueprint.”
    

    
      “Your wish is my command.”
    

    
      Like-minded friends of his had joined the fray, so Derval was full of vigor lately. He was standing confidently with the salt farm blueprint in his hand.
    

    
      “Then we will go back with this for today.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Lady Narmias. And thank you to everyone from the clan.”
    

    
      Unlike Narmias, who talked to me with ease, the other elves were still taciturn. They merely nodded.
    

    
      “Then...”
    

    
      The groundwork for the salt field was done, thanks to Narmias and five earth summoner elves. “I will come visit you tonight,” I whispered quietly into Narmias’ ear as she turned.
    

    
      “Yes...”
    

    
      Narmias’ puffed a faint response, the nape of her neck reddening.
    

    
      ‘I need the help of the elders now, too.’
    

    
      The work was progressing faster than I expected. The smart elves figured out the peculiarities of the road construction and put their heads together to increase the work efficiency. At the same time, the poured cement hardened, allowing us to move the carriages faster along the new road.
    

    
      ‘We have to thoroughly hide it. The news of the elves’ existence can’t be leaked to the world yet.’
    

    
      I had reinforced patrols around the territory, and restricted travelers to the trade passage. Besides mercenaries and people who wanted to become soldiers, everyone else was being escorted out of the territory. We had to keep the things happening in Nerman top secret.
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Because they were lighter than wyverns, the speed at which the harpies beat their wings was faster too. The elves alighted with the sunset at their backs and flew off into the sky.
    

    
      “My liege, it is truly remarkable. How can you come up with such things...”
    

    
      Derval was at the center of everything happening recently, taking care of them one by one. After pulling his gaze away from the elves, he sent a look of respect my way.
    

    
      ‘This much is nothing.’
    

    
      These achievements were nothing on 21st century Earth. Derval just didn’t know about the guns, artillery, planes, and submarines that could instantly hunt down something like a wyvern.
    

    
      Guo! Guo! Guo! 
    

    
      Bebeto suddenly cried out as if getting my attention.
    

    
      ‘Did he eat rat poison or something?’
    

    
      Heavyweight wyvern Bebeto usually took every opportunity to sleep, but he was hopping around like he saw a female wyvern with a big booty in his sleep.
    

    
      “What are you on about?”
    

    
      “My lord! My lord!”
    

    
      ‘This sound is—!’
    

    
      I heard someone calling me urgently from the helmet attached to Bebeto’s saddle.
    

    
      “What happened?” I responded hurriedly, jumping into the saddle.
    

    
      “My lord! It’s terrible!” came the voice from the magic communicator in the helmet. “I have a report that monsters are attacking on a large scale. Tens of thousands of monsters have surrounded the area around Fort Ciaris!”
    

    
      “T-Tens of thousands?”
    

    
      I knew the recent movements of the monsters were strange, but I never expected that they would really dare to attack.
    

    
      ‘We should be able to defend that much, though.’
      

    

    
      I wondered why the knight in charge of the communication channel was so alarmed. We had mostly completed the restoration of Fort Ciaras with cement, and thousands of elite soldiers were defending it.
    

    
      “D-Demon beasts have appeared alongside them! And not just one or two, they number in the hundreds!”
    

    
      “W-WHAT?!!”
    

    
      I was shocked by the mention of demon beasts. Each one of them was stronger than a knight capable of using Aura Blade. It was indeed a crisis if there were hundreds of them.
    

    
      “I’m coming right now! Prepare every Skyknight capable of sortieing!” 
    

    
      “Understood, my lord. But there are only 10 Skyknights who can sortie right now. Everyone else went on patrols.”
    

    
      The lingering in the horizon had come in spectacular fashion. We had far too few Skyknights and wyverns to cover the territory’s breadth. We had trained knights with potential into Skyknights for the past month and put them on wyverns, but they were still too green to be counted as part of the force. Moreover, because of the monster aggravation here and there in the territory, my Skyknights were so busy that it was hard to even see them.
    

    
      ‘Dammit!’
    

    
      I cursed inwardly as I clasped the safety ring.
    

    
      If battle broke out in two different places, I wouldn’t be able to deal with it. Because unlike me, the other Skyknights had limited strength.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Kwaaaaaaaaaa! 
    

    
      Thud thud thud! 
    

    
      Bam! Bam! Bam! 
    

    
      “Focus your fire on the trolls!”
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip.
      
    

    
      A group of trolls were smashing the castle walls with huge iron lumps and maces that had definitely come from humans. They ignored the trifling arrows grazing their hides and battered away at a weak part of the castle wall.
    

    
      “Keep your heads up! Pour the boiling oil!!!”
    

    
      Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip.  
    

    
      Bam! Baaam! 
    

    
      “Keaaaaghhh!”
    

    
      “AHH! M-MY EYE! MY EYE!!!!!”
    

    
      Near the Rual Mountains, the sunset lit Nerman’s Fort Ciaris with a dying glow. The fort had been constructed during the previous occupation of the Bajran Empire, then briefly overtaken by monsters before being recaptured and restored along with the recent extensive subjugation effort. However, because time was limited, it was not fully repaired—only the exterior had been reconstructed with the cement material the lord had created.
    

    
      Atop the fort walls were around 2,000 elite soldiers. Because of the harvest, 1,000 soldiers had been given temporary leave, and because the monsters had attacked so suddenly, there was no time to call them all back.
    

    
      And so, the battle broke out in full force.
    

    
      There were weak points scattered around the huge Fort Ciaris, which could house ten thousand. The side the soldiers were clustered around was completely besieged in mere moments by monsters crawling out from the mountains. As if seeking bloody retribution for the massacres they had recently suffered, they rampaged everywhere.
    

    
      Large monsters like trolls, beowulfs, and ogres were destroying a weak part of the castle wall with massive weapons, and monsters like orcs and lizardmen were firing arrows and spears towards the soldiers atop the walls.
    

    
      The last glimmer of light disappeared, and only the wood fires atop the walls and the moon remained to light the fight below. The constantly increasing monster horde soon exceeded 100,000.
    

    
      KUKAAAAAAAA! 
    

    
      Moreover, the roars of demon beasts that hadn’t yet made their entrance could be heard from the walls. Before the darkness settled in, around a hundred demon beasts of various kinds appeared in the midst of the monster horde, glaring. Known to have intelligence bordering human level, the demon beasts were commanding the monsters like foot soldiers. And before long, a few monsters started climbing up the high castle walls on ladders.
    

    
      “Is there still no response from the Lord?!”
    

    
      “The Lord departed not long ago!”
    

    
      “Ah! At this rate, we won’t even last one hour. What are we supposed to do?!”
    

    
      The territory they had to defend was ever so large, but the number of soldiers was all too insufficient. The commanding officer in charge of Fort Ciaris, Chief Knight Halmyne, moaned as cold sweat beaded down his back. The movements of the monsters had been suspicious, but they couldn’t send a subjugation party all the way into the thickly wooded forest of the Rual Mountains. They had merely sent Skyknights every day to patrol and listened to the reports.
    

    
      ‘The demon beasts planned this systematically. It was like this in the past, too. The real reason why the imperial army was defeated was because of their damned scheming.’
    

    
      Halmyne, a native of the Nerman Plains, knew very clearly how the Bajran Empire had been defeated. The monsters had attacked out of nowhere, aiming precisely for the transits of provisions for the soldiers and their blind spots. Not just once or twice, but dozens, hundreds of attacks had forced even the Bajran Empire known for their bravery to scream for mercy.
    

    
      ‘Clever bastards! They know that if this place falls, it’s not just the trade passage that will be destroyed, but also Nerman’s steadily growing peace!’
    

    
      Grinding his teeth, Halmyne glared at the horde outside the fort from the commanding watchtower. He only saw the eyes of the monsters gleaming with bloodthirst. Even if the Skyknights were deployed, they wouldn’t be of much help in the dark. If the castle wall fell, that would spell their demise.
    

    
      “What are you lot doing! The left wall is dangerous, is it not! Put more men there, at once!”
    

    
      Despite his frustration, Halmyne did his best to command the troops. He had no desire to die trembling in fear like an idiot. The entirety of Nerman would be endangered if they could not fend off the horde here, so he clenched his teeth.
    

    
      ‘My lord!!!’
    

    
      In his heart, he desperately called for the lord.
    

    
      The Lord of Nerman, Kyre. He was young, but he was a hero like one of the stars in the sky above, the hope of thousands of Nerman’s people. Halmyne, no, all the soldiers defending the fort, knew that only he could conquer this crisis.
    

    
      “Stay strong! Lord Kyre will soon arrive!” shouted Halmyne with a great deal of mana.
    

    
      “WAAAAAAAA!”
    

    
      “Repel the monsters! We’ll protect Nerman with our hands!!!!!!”
    

    
      After Halmyne’s roaring cry died out, the soldiers bellowed a chorus that drowned out the howls of the monsters.
    

    
      To the soldiers, the person called Kyre was like a god.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Swooooooooooosh! 
    

    
      It was unfortunate that Fort Ciaris was the one attacked—if it were Orakk Castle, we could have reached it in an hour, but Fort Ciaris was at the westernmost part of the territory, and bordering the Rual Mountains, at that. Because a portion of soldiers had been given leave for the harvest, the fort must be fighting with outrageously inadequate numbers.
    

    
      ‘Hold on a little longer! My soldiers!!’
    

    
      Behind me were just five beastmen and five newly-appointed Skyknights. However, besides the Gold Wyverns whose flying speed rivaled Bebeto’s, the Greys were flagging far behind.
    

    
      “Agh...”
    

    
      I could only let out a long sigh to expel a bit of my frustration. The hot blood my soldiers must be spilling right this instant made my heart freeze.
    

    
      If became an 8th Circle mage, something like monster provocation would never happen. I thought I was strong, but my skills could not protect Nerman. I called the elves frogs in a well, but my skills were no different—limited to a small scope.
    

    
      My cloak fluttered behind me in the whistling wind.
    

    
      My sigh of regret flew away in the wind, and I took a deep breath of grief, the sorrow of one whose strength was lacking.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Allowing a sinner like him to continue to live is nothing but a disgrace to us, who live carrying the intent of the gods. Your Eminence, we must wage a holy war. If we back down like this, the other temples will mock us!”
    

    
      “I fully agree. As if daring to kidnap a servant of Neranwas not enough, he even murdered paladins—if he is not guided to the path of repentance, we will be subject to the anger of our god!”
    

    
      “Hear, hear. We must wage a holy war and vent Holy Neran’s rage!”
    

    
      A heated discussion was underway in the main temple of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, which was located in the Opern Empire. Dozens of priests who had gathered from all over the empire argued angrily for a holy war. 
    

    
      Neran’s grace had been slowly receding as of late, giving them trouble producing the most important source of income for the temple, holy water, so the priests got worked up after finding out that the priestess with the greatest holy power was kidnapped. 
    

    
      Only now did they find out that a mere apprentice priestess in a viscounty of the Dapis Kingdom was the one receiving the greatest grace from Neran.
    

    
      “Pontiff Hedor, why did you conceal such an important fact? Shouldn’t you have told me of the existence of a priestess who could become a saintess?” asked Cardinal Torphon of Neran. Wearing a white robe embroidered with a golden cross ensconced in a circle, he fixed Pontiff Hedor with a scathing look, demanding that he explain himself.
    

    
      “Oh agents of God enshrouded by Neran’s love, everything is due to my carelessness. As an apprentice priestess, I feared she would be unable to bear the grace of God permitted her and would abuse the power or become conceited, so I was unable to tell the truth. The Holy Spirit was abundant in her, so I wanted to do everything in my power to educate her until she could learn the dogma and mercy befitting such grace, but things became like this.”
    

    
      Lofty words spilled fluidly out of Pontiff Hedor without a hitch. The moment he heard the news that the paladins had died horrible deaths in the castle of the Havis Kingdom’s Calvaron County, he reported everything he had been hiding to his higher-ups. It was out of his hands now, so he was left with no choice but to confess.
    

    
      “How regretful. If I had known a little sooner, Neran’s holy repute could have spread even further...”
    

    
      Cardinal Torphon sighed. He was nearly 70 years old, but thanks to taking a dose of top-grade potion every day, the skin on his face was as elastic as a young man’s.
    

    
      “Your reverent Eminence, may you permit a holy war. I hear that the Havis Kingdom will soon take decisive action to subjugate the wicked devil of Nerman. If we send paladins to the subjugation force, we will be able to bring Apprentice Priestess Aramis back into God’s embrace.”
    

    
      “May you give your permission. To those who treat the mercy of God lightly, giving a stern warning is the only way to not sully the name of Neran.”
    

    
      “May you permit a holy war!”
    

    
      Dozens of priests gathered from various countries lowered their heads as they insisted on a holy war.
    

    
      “... I shall permit the holy war. By my god-given name of Cardinal, I hereby command all the paladins to be convened and the sacred Holy War Banner to be put up! I command that the Lord of Nerman who sullied the name of Neran be purged, in the name of God!”
    

    
      “In the name of God!!!” shouted the priests as they drew crosses.
    

    
      Ever since a black mage appeared many years ago and destroyed the temple, there hadn’t been another holy war.
    

    
      Thousands of paladins serving Neran would rally together in the name of God, seeking to purge the sinner who had sullied Neran’s name.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 95: Friendly Little Bastards
      
    

    
      

    

    
      CRASH! CRASH! 
    

    
      RUUUUUMBLE. 
    

    
      The roaring explosions reached my ears all the way in the sky, telling me that we had finally reached the battle. After flying for several hours from Denfors, just as I could feel the strength draining from Bebeto’s wings, we reached Fort Ciaris.
    

    
      ‘Th-These bastards!!!!’
    

    
      And then, I saw it—under the bright stars and shining moon, a massive, bloody battle betwixt man and monster was raging on.  
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!! 
      
    

    
      As if feeling the same rage as I did, Bebeto roared to shake the heavens.
    

    
      The sturdily rebuilt fortress walls were collapsed, and the soldiers were putting up a desperate resistance at one side.
    

    
      KWAAAAAA! 
    

    
      KUGEEEH! 
    

    
      At Bebeto’s cry, the monsters looked into the sky, screaming.
    

    
      “Have a taste of this, you bastards!!!!”
    

    
      My eyes were bloodshot.
    

    
      “FIRE LANE!!!!!”
    

    
      I needed to draw the attention of the monsters. For that, I needed the flashiest and most widespread spell, so I turned to the strongest AOE in my arsenal, Fire Lane.
    

    
      PIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIING! 
    

    
      The mana jumping out of my mana core merged with the atmospheric mana, making a sharp sound.
    

    
      However, that too, was fleeting.
    

    
      PZZZZZZZZZZTTTTTTTT. 
    

    
      Like an exploding firework, red shrapnel began to spread in the sky. After forming hundreds of meters aboveground, the sparking shrapnel whistled down to the ground like shooting stars.
    

    
      BOOM! BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOOOOM! 
    

    
      The powerful explosion rang in my ears.
    

    
      FWOOOOOOOOOOOOOSH! 
    

    
      An explosion of flames spread on the ground in an instant.
    

    
      KWAAAAAAWK! 
    

    
      KRAAAAGH! 
    

    
      KYAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      The Fire Lane spell that released in my rage had mana quantity nearing the 7th Circle, so after merging with the mana in the air, its power exceeded all imagination. Moreover, it was cast high in the sky, so the range was several hundred meters. The flames shot down on them like a bolt from the blue, and the monsters were set ablaze as they squalled death throes.  
    

    
      CRAAAAASH! 
    

    
      FWOOOOOSH. 
    

    
      BOOOM! 
    

    
      The spells the beastmen fired after me exploded everywhere like a carpet bombing.
    

    
      “T-THE LORD IS HERE!!!!”
    

    
      “WAAAAAAAA! THE LORD IS HERE! THE LORD!!!!!”
    

    
      The soldiers cheered after seeing me.
    

    
      Guoooooooooooo! 
    

    
      Flying low above the heads of the soldiers, Bebeto gave a long roar in my place as if to say, “Your lord is here!”
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      “Unforgivable bastards!”
    

    
      “Everyone, set off! The Lord and our colleagues are in danger!”
    

    
      Janice and Ryker’s flight teams were running patrols when they heard urgent bell tolling from a fort located on the trade passage. They landed, and after hearing an explanation of the crisis from the fort’s commanding officer, their faces turned white and they jumped onto their wyverns. They wouldn’t be worried if they were just regular monsters, but they were filled with worry after hearing that even the demon beasts that had been laying low had appeared. Their lord might be powerful, but hundreds of demon beasts would be very difficult to deal with.
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Without any chance to catch their breath, ten or so wyverns went aloft again.
    

    
      It wasn’t just them.
    

    
      Skyknights in the middle of patrols everywhere changed course after hearing the news, flying towards Fort Ciaris, where their lord was facing great danger.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘They’re clever.’
    

    
      After firing a few volleys of spells, most of the monsters clustered around the fort retreated. The beastmen had mana that humans couldn’t compare to, so thousands of the swarming monsters were killed with a few hits of 5th Circle magic, and having recovered their morale, the soldiers were able to push the monsters off the castle walls.
    

    
      However, the demon beasts hadn’t yet revealed themselves. They were hiding in the dark, but I could feel them—powerful creatures directing bloodthirst at me.
    

    
      ‘Anymore magic is meaningless.’
    

    
      Even for me, casting 6th Circle magic five times was rough. I had depleted about half of the mana in my mana core, so I couldn’t fire spells off like crazy anymore. Wasting mana when the demon beasts, basically the bosses of the monsters, hadn’t shown up yet would only endanger me and my soldiers.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, I’ll gladly become the bait.’
    

    
      If the monsters retreated like this, that too, would be problematic. In the deep, deep Rual Mountains, monsters were overflowing. If the demon beasts rallied another group of monsters and came attacking, in a war of attrition, I would be forced to suffer a defeat. 
    

    
      So there was only one solution—strike hard and fast to prevent the enemies from recovering in a short amount of time.
    

    
      “Bebeto, descend.”
    

    
      As if even the sky was not on my side, clouds had appeared from nowhere and concealed the moon and stars. Luckily, the weeds below were still on fire from the fire spells, so even though it was dim, I could see well enough.
    

    
      Swoooosh. 
    

    
      Clearly understanding his master’s intent, Bebeto swerved and plummeted.
    

    
      I unclasped the safety ring with a click, and when we were about 10 meters aboveground, I jumped off.
    

    
      Gaaaaawr. 
    

    
      Grr grr. 
    

    
      They briefly retreated because of the spell volley, but the monsters still numbered in the thousands. The foul odor of the monsters closing in on me pierced through my nose, and at the same time, I could hear the roaring of the monsters and feel their bloodthirst.
    

    
      Light thumps sounded behind me.
    

    
      ‘They’re really loyal, alright.’
    

    
      In the thick of battle, the beastmen did not value their lives over mine. They had all jumped down and taken up positions near me.
    

    
      “Master, I smell something dangerous.”
    

    
      Hasifor’s nose twitched as he worked through the scents like a dog. The bloodthirst from the demon beasts was so strong that it put a combat race like the beastmen on guard.
    

    
      “Hasifor, do you like to hunt?”
    

    
      “Of course. Hunting is the way of life for us beastmen.”
    

    
      “Then do you wanna have a bet today?”
    

    
      “....?”
    

    
      Five pairs of eyes stared at me.
    

    
      “If you are able to catch more demon beasts than me, I will give you a 6th Circle formula that only I know. One formula per beast that exceeds my count.”
    

    
      “Truly, Master?”
    

    
      “If I’m lying, you can be the master from tomorrow onwards.”
    

    
      “Kyaarrrr!”
    

    
      After I assured him it wasn’t a lie, Hasifor let out a happy roar.
    

    
      “Kraorrr!”
    

    
      “Krrrnng!”
    

    
      The other four beastmen made cat noises, too.
    

    
      “I believe you, Master.”
    

    
      “Then shall we start? Beginning…now!”
    

    
      Schwing. 
    

    
      My gleaming blade hissed as I drew it from its sheath.
    

    
      “Kraaaaaaawr!”
    

    
      The beastmen threw down their expensive airplates and mage robes, transforming before my eyes without reserve.
    

    
      ‘Mommy!’
    

    
      The most embarrassing sight was the transformation of the two female beastmen, Karkiki and Farfon. As they transformed into the battle mode of the beastmen, their melon-sized breasts were completely exposed for a moment before getting covered in fur and muscle.
    

    
      “Haha, then please excuse me.”
    

    
      Whumpf! 
    

    
      “Master, unfair!”
    

    
      I simply kept running.
    

    
      ‘You bastards, you dare to covet my land? You’re all dead tonight!’
    

    
      The soldiers had spilled a great deal of blood red atop the castle walls. I had provided a considerable amount of holy water, so they could be saved as long as they had breath, but they had probably taken a lot of damage.
    

    
      SQUEAAL! 
    

    
      Swish. 
    

    
      A group of orcs blocked my path, but I easily sliced them apart and continued running like a gust of wind.
    

    
      The blazing bloodthirst I could feel ahead was calling me.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      ‘Fuckin’ bastards!’
    

    
      These guys were on a different level from the demon beast I faced before. The monsters were organized in a way that mimicked a human army—monsters charged at me in a systematic fashion. Ogres threw stones, while trolls flailed the corpses of orcs or weapons. On top of that, an endless stream of orcs with bloodshot eyes came at me.
    

    
      I cut them down.
    

    
      I swung my sword over and over, searching for the demon beasts luring me with their bloodthirst. But the moment I was about to reach them, the demon beasts adroitly hid themselves amongst the monsters.
    

    
      The bastards made me “It” as if we were playing Hide and Seek.
    

    
      ‘So this was the reason why the Bajran Empire was defeated.’
    

    
      If demon beasts this extraordinarily intelligent had courage on top of that, human soldiers would be exhausted to death. The reproductive rate of monsters and humans could not be compared to start with. That’s why even after countless massacres, they were able to survive everywhere on the continent.
    

    
      Craaash. 
    

    
      SQEAAAAAL! 
    

    
      “Kioooooooooo!”
    

    
      “Kyaarrrrrrrrr!”
    

    
      All around me rang the battle cries of the beastmen, which could be clearly differentiated from the monsters. After chasing the demon beasts for a while, I found myself quite a distance from the fort.
    

    
      GUOOOOO! 
    

    
      However, Bebeto pinpointed my location and prowled above my head, intimidating the monsters. Or rather, he occasionally dove down to pick up an ogre or two and play bowling.
    

    
      ‘Brat, you’re in your own world.’
    

    
      I was jealous of Bebeto’s ability to fly freely for the first time in a while.
    

    
      Squeaaal! 
    

    
      Swoooosh. 
    

    
      Another pile of orcs, the most brute-force low-level monsters there were, came running at me. And far in the distance, I could feel the invitation of the demon beasts luring me over.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was at the entrance of the Rual Mountains.
    

    
      ‘You wanna fight in the most advantageous place for you, huh? Huhu, alright, I’ll play along.’
    

    
      Whumpf! 
    

    
      Splaaaat. 
    

    
      Thump thump thump. 
    

    
      Taking in a deep breath, I swung my fully Aura’d blade at the orcs blocking the way. They were torn asunder by mana, not strength, so the feeling in my hand was like cutting through paper.
    

    
      I launched myself forward.
    

    
      The more I let myself be lured, the more time the soldiers remaining at Ciaris had to regroup.
      

    

    
      “I-Imperial Father...”
    

    
      “Sob sob, Imperial Father...”
    

    
      Inside the Bajran Empire’s Imperial Palace.
    

    
      Night had fallen deeply on the Palace of Honor in the middle of the castle grounds. There, Princess Igis and the young Prince Razcion had been called by the Emperor and were having an audience with him. Emperor Havitron’s illness had worsened, so he had stepped away from national affairs and was confined to his bedroom.
    

    
      “Don’t cry. Your father is alright...”
    

    
      Because of his golden hair, Emperor Havitron of the Great Bajran Empire was called the Golden Lion in his youth, but he was now emaciated like a dried stick. Even so, the Emperor’s mind was as clear as ever as he called the two children he loved.
    

    
      If he had known these two would be born, he wouldn’t have welcomed Elmiane as his queen. The emperor had the authority to take dozens of concubines, but the Emperor sincerely loved Empress Nermis. But for the longest time, she was unable to bear an heir who could continue the imperial line, so at the command of his mother, who had still been alive at the time, along with the counsel of the nobles, he took a queen.
    

    
      ‘My poor little ones.’
    

    
      He was down on his health, but the Emperor knew most of what was going on in the Imperial Family and the empire. Havitron knew all too well that being born as imperial royalty was both a blessing and a curse. Succeeding the imperial throne was a peerless blessing, but anyone left as an imperial prince or perceived as a threat to the throne could be killed without noise or fanfare—that was the kind of fate the children of the Imperial House had to face.
    

    
      Moreover, his four children were from different mothers. To him, they were all precious and couldn’t be cast away, but the Emperor loved the children from the Empress more.
    

    
      “I wanted to see you,” sniffled Razcion, the youngest. He was still just a child. He rubbed his father’s hand on his cheeks a little.
    

    
      He could not carelessly call his father “Father,” but in the Prince’s heart, Havitron was always his warm, loving dad. Getting to feel his father’s hand for the first time in a while made Razcion smile happily.
    

    
      “Igis.”
    

    
      “Yes, Imperial Father,” Igis responded quietly. She had been silently watching her brother’s childish actions.
    

    
      “The harvest must be at its peak around now.”
    

    
      “I went on a wyvern yesterday and took a look. The fields are awash in golden yellow.”
    

    
      “That must have been nice.”
    

    
      The Emperor gazed at his daughter with the tender eyes of a father.
    

    
      “How is your health? I heard from the court physician that you have recovered much of your vitality these days,” lied Igis.
    

    
      Everyone living in the Imperial Palace knew that the time the Emperor could open his eyes and talk was steadily dwindling. 
    

    
      “Haha, are you so worried about your father?”
    

    
      Touched by the worry of his lovable daughter, Havitron had his first laugh in a while. His energy had declined and even laughing was difficult, but for some reason, his vitality had improved a lot today.
    

    
      “May you quickly recover your health. This I pray, day after day.”
    

    
      Each and every word of Igis’ was lovable and well-mannered. The Emperor gazed at her warmly.
    

    
      “Imperial Father, please get up soon. When spring comes, let us go hunting on wyverns. Razcion is all grown up now too.”
    

    
      Holding his father’s hand, Razcion abruptly raised his head and begged to go hunting together.
    

    
      “Alright, I shall go hunting with Razcion.”
    

    
      “Really? You promised!”
    

    
      The Emperor stroked Razcion’s head as he rejoiced. Then, his expression became more serious. “I called you both today to make a request.”
    

    
      He might be confined to his sickbed, but with the absolute loyalty of the Imperial Knights, the Emperor had nothing to fear. The emperor was the person who could immediately control the life-and-death of any noble with a single command. 
    

    
      The two children looked at their father, straightening. The Emperor gazed into each of the pairs of eyes shining like starlight towards him. As if preparing to deliver his final will, each and every one of his actions was filled with affection.
    

    
      “You must listen well to the words I am about to say.”
    

    
      “Yes...”
    

    
      “Please continue.”
    

    
      “If a time comes when Father is unable to take care of you two... You must leave Bajran.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Igis and Razion were rendered speechless. Neither of them had ever once imagined a world without their father, so they were unable to find the words to say.
    

    
      “If Poltviran becomes the emperor, something bad might happen. Before that happens, you two must find somewhere to go.”
    

    
      “Imperial Father, uwaaah! Don’t say such things. Razcion likes the Imperial Palace where Imperial Father and Mother are.”
    

    
      As young as he was, Razcion wept large tears.
    

    
      “Igis, go to that person.”
    

    
      “Sob...”
    

    
      Her father’s words felt like a will, rendering Igis unable to endure her tears any longer.
    

    
      “I only met him once, but the fellow named Kyre looked quite decent. Seeing as how Count Yaix praised him to high heaven, he should easily be able to take you both in.”
    

    
      “C-Count Kyre?”
    

    
      Even as she wept, Igis was startled at the mention of Kyre.
    

    
      “That’s right. Thankfully, you are both well-acquainted with him.”
    

    
      “Kyre hyung is a good person... Hic, hic,” Razcion blubbered, praising Kyre even through his tears.
    

    
      “I made requests to a few of the knights. All you have to do is leave as soon as they come for you.”
    

    
      ‘I’m sorry, my dear children...’
    

    
      Emperor Havitron knew all too well that he would have to leave his children behind. He wept tears of blood in his heart. 
    

    
      He was fully aware that Crown Prince Poltviran had a violent temperament. But if he entrusted the Bajran Empire to the all-too-young Razcion, a civil war might erupt. The Emperor could already clearly feel that Duke Ormere and the nobles who supported Poltviran was a considerable force.
    

    
      Therefore, the Emperor had to make a decision. He could not leave his two young children to Poltviran, who took after Queen Elmiane and had a cold heart. He might be in denial, but as a father, not as an emperor, he could not give up on any of his children.
    

    
      “I-I understand. However... This humble one does not doubt that Imperial Father will recover. May you quickly recover your health.”
    

    
      Igis was born with the sagacious nobility of a princess. She knew exactly what her father was trying to say.
    

    
      Though he wanted to, he could not ask the Empress to leave as well. No matter how wild the Crown Prince might be, Havitron did not think Poltviran could kill the Empress. In the history of the Bajran Imperial Family, there was no one heinous enough to kill the dowager empress.
    

    
      “Cough, cough.”
    

    
      “Imperial Father!”
    

    
      “Uwaah! Daddy, daddyyyyy!”
    

    
      While saying thank you, the tender smile on the Emperor’s face froze and he began to cough roughly, vomiting a lump of black blood. In his panic, Razcion forgot the honorifics.
    

    
      “Isn’t there anyone outside! Come quickly and call the priest and court physician! Quickly!” yelled Igis towards the door.
    

    
      Noisy running came from outside.
    

    
      ‘Dad...’ Igis thought, holding back the word she so dearly wanted to say.
    

    
      Tears dripped from her eyes without end. Igis knew that there weren’t many days left when she could see her father up close like this.
    

    
      Igis von Bajran was hopeful. 
    

    
      But she was no fool.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      Spuuuuuuurt! 
    

    
      My sword swept past a troll’s sturdy neck, blue blood fountaining out in the darkness in its wake.
    

    
      THUUD! 
    

    
      And so, the last remaining troll fell over. The bodies of over twenty trolls and ogres were littered around me.
    

    
      ‘These unfair-as-fuck jerks!’
    

    
      I found myself in some clearing within the Rual Mountains. I knowingly let myself be drawn by the demon beasts, following them deep into the mountains.
    

    
      Inside the mountains, a bloody battle lasting quite some time ensued. On the way to this clearing, I must have sent no less than a thousand monsters to hell.
    

    
      ‘I’m almost out of mana. Che.’
    

    
      Even though I limited my magic use, maintaining Aura Blade consumed mana. I had a ridiculous mana core compared to other humans, but... I was no dragon, I had my limits.
    

    
      Ziiiiiing. 
    

    
      ‘Alright, you guys are the protagonists, you say? Laughable fuckers.’
    

    
      I could feel the intelligent demon beasts swiftly filling up the gaps left by the monsters. The clear was thick with the smell of spilled blue monster blood. Yellow and red eyes blinked from the trees, staring at me.
    

    
      “Huuu...”
    

    
      I filled my lungs with a deep breath, preparing for the match to come. Tension rippled through my body, my hairs standing up on end.
    

    
      Was this how it felt to wait a whole night and finally catch a big fish? One by one, I felt their presences entering my radar as they silently entered the clearing.
    

    
      ‘Eleven, twelve, thirteen... The fuck, you bitches. You wanna gang up on me like cowards?’
    

    
      They had perfectly surrounded me. It seemed even the demon beasts had singled me out as the most dangerous foe.
    

    
      Schwing. 
    

    
      I lowered my sword, extinguishing the Aura Blade as well. Then, I reveled in the demon beasts’ bloodthirst gleaming in the darkness.
    

    
      ‘Quite nerve wracking.’
    

    
      The bloodthirst of the demon beasts was so strong that anyone else would have peed their pants and crumpled onto the ground like a possum playing dead. Ogres and trolls couldn’t hold a candle to it.
    

    
      ‘Looks like they’ve all joined the party.’
    

    
      From their presences, I could tell their numbers had already exceeded twenty. It seemed the taveliger I caught before would merely be an underling for the demon beasts here.
    

    
      THUD! 
    

    
      I lightly struck the ground.
    

    
      THUD! THUD! THUD! THUD! 
    

    
      Once, twice, again and again, I hit the ground. I wanted to see the dirty mugs of the demon beasts surrounding me.
    

    
      GRAWR! 
    

    
      Hisssssss. 
    

    
      A few beasts reacted with annoyance to my provocation. 
    

    
      And then, they appeared from within the darkness.
    

    
      ‘Wow! That guy has TWELVE legs! Hooh, getting hit by that one would probably spell instant death.’
    

    
      One by one, the demon beasts showed themselves. One of them had black, pointy knife-like claws and protrusions on its shaggy hide. Its crimson eyes took up half of its face, and its entire body was a mass of muscle lacking a single shred of fat. Another one was covered in thick layers of protective scaly hide, and its fists were (with a little exaggeration) as big as the wheel of a frickin’ car.
    

    
      ‘A winged wolf... I guess it’s the truth that demon beasts are all descendants from the demon world.’
    

    
      There was no way demon beasts could come from monsters. The beasts were so varied that the world had not yet recorded every type out there. Even now, the demon beasts appearing before me hadn’t been mentioned anywhere.
    

    
      ‘The ones that were roaming around the plains and croaked were far lower in level.’
    

    
      Just like how the hero arrives late in a movie, the demon beasts here far outstripped the ones we had caught during the Nerman monster subjugation.
    

    
      “Heyo, friends. I’m the Lord of Nerman, Kyre. Nice ta meetcha.”
    

    
      Waving my left hand, I gave the demon beasts a warm welcome, if you could call it that.
    

    
      GRRR! 
    

    
      Hiiiisssss. 
    

    
      The demon beasts bared their fangs and hissed with forked snake-like tongues. Five of them appeared in the clearing in no time.
    

    
      “Not sure if you guys have heard this. A club is the only cure for a rabid dog. Ptui!”
    

    
      I spat in front of the demon beasts. It was not an action befitting the lord of Nerman, but I had absolutely no desire to put on hero airs in front of these bastards who only knew blood.
    

    
      Ziiiiiing. 
    

    
      I poured mana into my sword, watching it blaze blue with Aura Blade.
    

    
      “Don’t cry after getting beaten by this brother of yours, you fuckin’ deadmeats.”
    

    
      I brought my sword up in front of me.
    

    
      GRAWR! 
    

    
      At the same time, the dog with wings rushed towards me with a roar.
    

    
      ‘!! It’s frickin’ fast!’
    

    
      As if casting Blink magic, it seemed to leap up 10 meters, and before I knew it, the nice little dog was baring finger-sized fangs to rip my neck into pieces.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      I lightly jumped back, thrusting my sword towards its swiftly-approaching snout.
    

    
      
        Swish.
      
    

    
      However, it easily turned its body and changed its position in midair. It swept past me, and my sword missed.
    

    
      Hissssssss. 
    

    
      ‘Well aren’t you all friendly little bastards!’
    

    
      Before I could land, the shaggy demon beast with huge eyes that looked like a distant relative of the orc came running in, swinging its bladed hands. I rapidly turned my blade, blocking its blow.
    

    
      CLAAANG! 
    

    
      ‘My god!’
    

    
      My invincible Aura Blade that could easily cut through most things let off mana sparks as it clashed with the beast’s arm, proof that this nice demon beast’s arm was as hard as mithril alloy. Cold sweat dripped down my back.
    

    
      ‘Am I gonna actually die at this rate?’
    

    
      It was gruesome to think about. I couldn’t die like this and become a hungry ghost when I hadn’t had a proper taste of the primal human deed and was still an unripe virgin.
    

    
      Swoooosh. 
    

    
      But they just kept coming.
    

    
      These demon beasts coordinated like cowards, hurtling arms, clubs, and claws at me from all directions.
    

    
      ‘Hoh shit!!!’
    

    
      I was so busy, I couldn’t even curse aloud.
    

    
      
        Swiiiisshh.
      
    

    
      I hastily whirled my sword like the wind, blocking everything flying towards me.
    

    
      CLAAAANG. 
    

    
      Mana sparks flew again and again. My mana, which was already hitting the bottom of the barrel, quickly drained like a melting popsicle.
    

    
      Pooow. 
    

    
      Surprisingly, one of the demon beasts managed to get through my defenses, its claws grazing past my airplate.
    

    
      ‘T-THESE BITCHES! You know how expensive this is?!’
    

    
      A single touch dented the airplate, though it was capable of blocking most of a Blessed Spear’s impact. A moment of inattention had caused an enormous financial loss.
    

    
      
        Sizzzzzzle.
      
    

    
      I could feel steam rising from my head.
    

    
      ‘You bastards, count yourselves dead!’
    

    
      My fighting aura surged along with my rage, feeding my Aura Blade.
    

    
      Fwooooosh. 
    

    
      A triple-layered Aura Blade that only a Master could produce blazed up like a lightsaber.
    

    
      “DIE!!!!!!”
    

    
      And then, I ran like a madman.
    

    
      Towards the demon beast covered in crocodile skin, the one that dented my armor.
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      ‘My liege, where are you?!’
    

    
      Fwooosh. Fwooosh. 
    

    
      Even within the shadowy clouds, the gruesome light from the burning corpses of monsters was illuminating the darkness.
    

    
      After hearing the Fort Ciaris soldiers say even they did not know of his liege’s whereabouts, Skyknight Cedrian took off from the fort, suppressing the anxiety in his heart.
    

    
      Kyre was the liege he chose at the cost of throwing away his family vendetta. His lord was quite a bit younger than himself, but Kyre had overwhelming charisma and a tranquil, warm heart.
    

    
      Cedrian scanned his surroundings with wide-open eyes.
    

    
      Guoooooooooooooo! 
    

    
      ‘That’s Bebeto!’
    

    
      As expected for Bebeto, who was half a size bigger than other wyverns, his bellow carried loud and far.
    

    
      “That’s where the Lord is at!” shouted Cedrian with mana to the flight formation behind him.
    

    
      Flap, flap flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Clenching the reins, he increased his speed, praying that his one and only liege in the world was safe.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Craaaash! 
    

    
      ‘Dammit...’
    

    
      These demon beasts were really able to use their noggins. If one of them was in danger, another would jump in, as if perfectly coordinated. 
    

    
      I would have liked to knock them all down, but after such a long fight, there were only seven demon beasts collapsed on the ground. There were still over ten of them left, and I could even feel that there was still a boss-level demon beast—that hadn’t yet made its entrance—lurking in the darkness.
    

    
      Guoooooooooo! 
    

    
      My mana was nearing its limits when I heard Bebeto above me—he had been alerted by the sound of explosions. The loyal little guy circled the air above the clearing, checking to make sure I was okay.
    

    
      ‘Let’s do this!’
    

    
      Just knowing you weren’t alone could sometimes grant enormous strength. I didn’t know where the beastmen were, but Bebeto alone was enough to bolster me.
    

    
      Paarrrrrrr. 
    

    
      Chik chikkk. 
    

    
      The demon beasts surrounded me, communicating in some language I couldn’t understand. The one with long horns on its head and a sharp, skewer-like face looked the strongest. It had long rakes with sturdy claws for hands, and even though its slouching upper body was longer than its lower body, its posture looked stable.
    

    
      ‘Let’s send that guy off first.’
    

    
      My mana was almost gone—I could last around 10 minutes, at most. I had to send as many demon beasts as possible on a special express trip to hell before time ran out. 
    

    
      KRAAAAA! 
    

    
      Perhaps irritated by my glaring, the demon beast growled low in its throat.
    

    
      Daaaaash. 
    

    
      Spuuuuurt! 
    

    
      In that moment, the Slenderman looking demon beast charged at me like a bolt of lightning. At the same time, the beast with a scorpion lower body behind it spat fluids at me.
    

    
      ‘Keep your spit to yourself, freak!’ I thought while hastily dodging. ‘Oryaaaaaa!’
    

    
      The demon beasts boasted incredible speed belying their size.
    

    
      CLAAANG! 
    

    
      My sword clashed with an arm of iron and bounced off.
    

    
      Sizzleeeeee. 
    

    
      ‘Way more potent than hydrocholoric acid.’
    

    
      While facing the demon beast in the front, I had swiftly dodged, and the scorpion demon beast’s venomous spit had struck my former position. The ground bubbled up, making a blue venomous broth.
    

    
      ‘See you later! Slenderman!’
    

    
      The demon beasts were strong, but their skills still couldn’t match up to a Master, the limit of humans. After clawing at me ten times, its waist was unprotected for a moment, and I aimed for that opening with my Aura Blade.
    

    
      Crunch. 
    

    
      The resistance my blade met made me feel like I was cutting a rock. Clenching my teeth, I doubled down and completely cut through the beast’s iron waist.
    

    
      SPUUUUUURT. 
    

    
      Blood more intensely blue than that of monsters fountained out as the slenderman demon beast was cut in twain.
    

    
      Hissssssss. 
    

    
      I was vulnerable while finishing off the slenderman, and sharp claws came plunging towards me.
    

    
      ‘Hng!’
    

    
      Even a moment of carelessness could be fatal. I clenched my teeth and blocked the protruding skewer claws.
    

    
      CLAAAANG! 
    

    
      ‘Urgh!’
    

    
      My hands felt incredible pressure. I felt like throwing up—the impact had traveled all the way to my insides.
    

    
      
        Ziiiiiiiiing.
      
    

    
      Having failed its attack, the beast glared at me with its red eyes as if trying to kill me with its gaze.
    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      Suddenly, a black body appeared from the darkness, and my hand automatically moved to block it.
    

    
      CRAAASH!! 
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      ‘T-Tail!’
    

    
      To my shock, it was the beast’s steel-like tail that had ambushed me.
    

    
      Blood dripped from my mouth.
    

    
      As a kid, I got a double nosebleed once, but this was my first taste of bloody outrage in a while. It made me suddenly remember the injury I suffered from the Triad gangster before coming to this continent.
    

    
      ‘You’ll be the last!’
    

    
      KRAAAAAAA! 
    

    
      The demon beast screamed as if rejoicing at the sight of me bleeding.
      

    

    
      I launched forward. I couldn’t hold on any longer, so I intended to bounce after beating up one last beast.
    

    
      Swoooooosh. 
    

    
      As if it had expected me to charge at it, the beast leapt into the air. It flailed both of its 3-meter long arms and struck me first.
    

    
      ‘Have a taste of this!’
    

    
      Until now, I hadn’t used my secret move.
    

    
      ‘GHOST METEOR!’
    

    
      A special technique only a Blade Master could unleash, my very own Sword Art!
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      Like rays of hope piercing through the darkness, eight Blade Swords bloomed from my sword.
    

    
      Cla-cla-cla-cla-cla-clang! BAM! 
    

    
      The beast’s steel-like fists were deformed like taffy due to several Blade Swords bouncing off. Afterwards, the remaining few Blade Swords exploded into its vulnerable body, causing a heavy booming sound.
    

    
      “BEBETO!!!!!!”
    

    
      I only had a few drops of mana left. With all my strength, I called Bebeto, who was circling in the air.
    

    
      GUOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Hearing the urgency in my voice, Bebeto gave a powerful roar and plunged down.
    

    
      ‘They’re truly strong.’
    

    
      I was given a profound taste of the demon beasts’ true strength. Rather than feeling relieved that I had repelled monsters and beasts, a part of my heart was cold with fear. If these demon beasts had combined forces to attack the fort from the start, Fort Ciaris would have become a haven of monsters by now.
    

    
      Flap flap flap flaaap. 
    

    
      Guooooooo! 
    

    
      The wind from Bebeto’s wings brushed my head.
    

    
      “Fly!”
    

    
      Using the last drops of my mana, I cast Fly, and my body floated up.
    

    
      Because a fairly strong beast had been sliced into pieces, the demon beasts had momentarily given up on attacking and were just staring at me in a daze.
    

    
      ‘Just wait, bitches! I’ll come back soon!’
    

    
      As I flew towards Bebeto, I looked around at all the beasts below.
    

    
      ".....!!!!!"
    

    
      Just then, a black body suddenly hurtled towards me in the darkness.
    

    
      KYAAAOOOO! 
    

    
      ‘F-FUCK!’
    

    
      My body was already at least 7 meters above ground when I saw it—a winged demon beast 4 meters large with a lion head and black scales all over its body. Its wide-open maw was filled with cruel-looking shark teeth, and the claws on its front feet were giving off an aura darker than the night.
    

    
      ‘D-DAMMIT!’
    

    
      I was caught off guard by the demon beast’s sudden counterattack. I knew a sneaky bastard was lurking in the back, but I didn’t expect it to appear with such perfect timing.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      As it flew over, Bebeto roared in alarm, sensing the danger. But I couldn’t move my body to dodge. I wasn’t on the ground, but using Fly—which I didn’t even have mana to freely control— so my movements were stiff.
    

    
      I raised my sword. It was a shame, but all I could do was hurl my blade at the bastard’s maw.
    

    
      ‘Damn!’
    

    
      Without any mana, the sword was just an ordinary lump of steel. I didn’t expect anything.
    

    
      ‘Aramis!’
    

    
      And then, I thought of Aramis, the woman who must be praying even now for my safe return.
    

    
      KYAOOOOO! 
    

    
      Horrifying bloodthirst struck my feet.
    

    
      I closed my eyes tight.
    

    
      ‘Please, save me just this once! I will do everything you tell me to do!!’
    

    
      In my hand was the encircled golden cross of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran.
    

    
      Schwinnng. 
    

    
      Baaam! 
    

    
      ".....?"
    

    
      I suddenly heard the sharp whistling of steel cutting through the wind and then the brief sound of something exploding.
    

    
      KYAAAAAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      Then came a demon beast’s mournful wail.
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      I swiftly craned down my head.
    

    
      ‘T-That is—!’
    

    
      A single spear plunged in the black lion demon beast’s body was glowing bright with mana.
    

    
      “MY LIEGE!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      A familiar voice called me, thick with anxiety.
    

    
      ‘CEDRIAN!’
    

    
      
        Schwing schwing schwing schwing!
      
    

    
      Ba-ba-ba-bam! 
    

    
      GAAUUUU! 
    

    
      KEUGAAAAGH! 
    

    
      A volley of Blessed Spears hurtled to the ground.
    

    
      ‘AHH! You beautiful bastards!’
    

    
      I saw Cedrian, who had miraculously saved my life, as well as ten other wyverns and Skyknights. It wasn’t just them, either—the clouds had receded and moonlight was shining on dozens of other wyverns flying in the distance this way. 
    

    
      My heart swelled with emotion. They were my knights, and they had come just because of me.
    

    
      “MY LIEGE!!!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      “MY LIEGE!!!!!!!”
    

    
      The knights’ anxious cries of ‘my liege’ filled the air.
    

    
      ‘Thank you! Let’s live on together!’
    

    
      I could feel all my accumulated stress lifting away. Even though I almost died just now, what was left in my heart was overwhelming joy.
    

    
      I landed onto Bebeto’s saddle.
    

    
      “Ah....”
    

    
      And then, an indescribable feeling of security swept through me.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Bebeto rejoiced at my safe arrival with a happy roar.
    

    
      “Attack!!” shouted Cedrian, angrily hurling another Blessed Spear at the demon beast that had attacked me.
    

    
      Sch-sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip! 
    

    
      Enraged by the danger I had faced, the Skyknights fired at will, turning the clearing into a pincushion. The ten or so demon beasts unable to escape were skewered by Blessed Spears.
    

    
      It was a case of misfortune turning to fortune. The demon beasts had gathered to eliminate a single person, me, and using my life as bait, most of the demon beasts were exterminated.
    

    
      “Phew...”
    

    
      I breathed out a long sigh.
    

    
      I was happy.
    

    
      At this moment, I realized once again how wonderful it was to be alive.
    

    
      ‘But damn, the beastmen are fine, right?’ I thought, worrying a little.
    

    
      No matter what anyone said, I was a lord, the liege of everyone living in Nerman.
    

    
      Kyre de Nerman—that was my name! 
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      Schwing, schwing. 
    

    
      “Wooow! My lord, your scythemanship is an art!”
    

    
      ‘Heh, this is nothing.’
    

    
      I couldn’t fess up that in the past, I dragged a plow like a cow.
    

    
      ‘Harvest is all finished now, huh.’
    

    
      I was standing in the expansive golden fields arrayed around Denfors. There were only scarecrows left on the empty fields.
    

    
      Three weeks had passed since the attack of the demon beasts and monsters. Fort Ciaris was once again rebuilt with cement, and a formation of wyverns was permanently stationed there. It would pretty much be a crime to neglect the fort even with the knowledge that there were powerful demon beasts around.
    

    
      “It is all finished, my liege.”
    

    
      I had come out with the soldiers stationed in Denfors to do some civil service. It was a busy time, but I wanted to sweat at least a little alongside the residents who had worked so hard.
    

    
      “Are the festival preparations going well?”
    

    
      The Festival of the Goddess of Abundance and Festivities, Sapphire, was only one week away. We didn’t have a single priest in the service of Sapphire, but I still decreed the festival in order to celebrate the territory’s rebirth.
    

    
      “Almost done, sir. Once the circus arrives, we will be ready.”
    

    
      “Well done.”
    

    
      “Compared to your hard work, my liege, what I do is nothing.”
    

    
      Life had become much easier for Derval after the arrival of Andraive and Thevedian. But it wasn’t because there was less work for him to do. It was probably just because the presence of his reliable friends was bolstering him.
    

    
      “Is there no word from the merchant group?”
    

    
      “They said they departed a few days ago. I apologize for worrying you.”
    

    
      “Say nothing of the sort...”
    

    
      The families left in the empire had to be safe so that Derval and my new knights could be at ease.
    

    
      “They’re arriving today, correct?”
    

    
      “They are supposed to be arriving tonight.”
    

    
      “Is the salt farm complete?” 
    

    
      “The construction was completed yesterday.”
    

    
      How wonderful it was that we could communicate our thoughts so seamlessly. I only needed to say a few things and Derval would understand and give me the answer I wanted. He was a blessing from the gods, seriously.
    

    
      ‘Ya slowpokes, you should have hurried up a bit.’
    

    
      Chrisia was supposed to arrive this evening in order to settle the trade with the Kesmire Kingdom. Several of our plans were stalled due to inadequate magic crystals, but they were taking their sweet time.
    

    
      “I’ll be heading out to oversee the road construction, so take care of things here.”
    

    
      “Have a safe trip, my liege,” said Derval, bowing his head respectfully.
    

    
      “You did well, everyone.”
    

    
      “Salute!!”
    

    
      Holding scythes and other farming implements instead of weapons, hundreds of soldiers saluted me. 
    

    
      ‘Just a little longer, please just give me a little more time.’
    

    
      The territory was slowly coming to completion.
    

    
      As long as we were given the time, I was confident I could make Nerman better than any other.
    

    
      But for that, we needed the generosity of the gods of fate.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “What in the world are you doing! How could you move the Skyknights as well as the soldiers to the border without the permission of the Royal Family?!”
    

    
      An emergency Council of Nobles had been convened in the Havis Kingdom. Rosiathe’s frosty voice thundered through the council room.
    

    
      “Why are you so enraged? Does this look like treason to you? The Crown has already sanctioned the expedition, and you did not notify us to withdraw. The nobles and knights raised their righteous swords to recover the Havis Kingdom’s injured pride after the end of the harvest, so what authorization do you speak of?!!” roared Hanskane back.
    

    
      Rosiathe clutched the throne, her body trembling.
    

    
      ‘I’m sorry. I cannot hold them any longer...’
    

    
      Rosiathe sent an apology in her heart to a certain man.
    

    
      “One week from now! The knights who have raised their righteous swords for the Havis Royal Family and the Kingdom will punish the arrogant Lord of Nerman! Every participating lord and knight is already heading to the border. Also, even the gods have permitted our actions—paladins and priests serving the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, are participating in the punitive force.” 
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      Rosiathe could not suppress a groan at the mention of paladins and priests. If even a temple had lended a hand, there was no stopping the expedition now. From what she heard, both the Laviter Empire and the Bajran Empire, nations with enormous influence in the Havis Kingdom, had given their tacit permission as well.
    

    
      “If there is nothing more you have to say, then we shall humbly leave. It will be hard to see you again for the time being, so we will have the regular Council of Nobles at another time.” 
    

    
      Hanskane rudely informed the Princess of his withdrawal.
    

    
      Despairing, Rosiathe responded simply by lowering her head.
    

    
      The Havis Kingdom’s important nobles followed Hanskane, leaving the council room with curt farewells.
    

    
      “Haah...”
    

    
      Rosiathe let out the breath she’d been holding, venting the suppressed rage throbbing in her heart. Sad tears spilled down her cheeks.
    

    
      “I will never, ever forgive you bastards...”
    

    
      Even as a child, ever since she could think for herself, she had felt the cold hostility of the nobles. She was a princess who would inherit the throne, but the nobles were thoroughly disdained by her. Worse, the people of the Royal Family living in the Havis Castle were forced to live carefully, with their heads down.
    

    
      “Argh...”
    

    
      Inside the completely empty royal council room, Rosiathe gnashed her teeth for the first time in her life.
    

    
      The nobles who had scorned her and the Royal Family...
    

    
      She pledged to sell her soul to the devil if they could all be made to disappear.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

    

    
      
        Glup glup glup glup.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Pour it slowly!”
    

    
      ‘It’s always so amazing to see.’
    

    
      The organic collaboration of the spirits the elves commanded was awesome to see.
    

    
      One month had passed since the elves agreed to help us with road construction. Contrary to my expectations, 5 km of road was laid out with cement every day. Shells and sand could be found everywhere along the river, and cement powder was supplied day after day, so the work was progressing swiftly.
    

    
      ‘A little longer and we’ll have it! A great artery that will allow Nerman to breathe and thrive!’
    

    
      I gazed down at Nerman’s main road from atop Bebeto. The areas where the construction was completed were covered with dirt and thoroughly disguised. The new road was being created quite a distance from the trade passage used by the merchants, and until the construction was finished, the soldiers and slaves were cut off from contact with the outside world.
    

    
      In truth, most Nerman residents didn’t even know that elves had appeared in the territory. Most of the residents were clustered around Denfors, so they didn’t have an opportunity to see the elves.
    

    
      ‘We can reach the border in around 5 days.’
    

    
      There were only 30 km left until we reached our final destination. The heavens seemed to help us, with the season turning to fall, there wasn’t much rain. However, seeing as the weather was getting colder, winter would be blowing in soon. Nerman had very distinct seasons, and the winter was apparently harsher than one might expect.
    

    
      Whooooosh. 
    

    
      ‘Narmias.’
    

    
      I was gliding atop Bebeto when Narmias appeared by my side. The characteristic of the elven airplate made her helmet look like a mask. I couldn’t see her face, but she was definitely making a happy expression as she looked at me.
    

    
      ‘The elves are like timid type A’s.’
    

    
      They had decided to venture out into the world, so they might as well have just all come out at once, but only 20 elves went in and out every day, occasionally changing personnel (besides Narmias).
    

    
      Guoooooo! 
    

    
      With the harpy Narmias was riding so close, Bebeto gave a cry and strengthened his wingbeats.
    

    
      Swooooooosh. 
    

    
      As expected of a wyvern that was half a size bigger than other wyverns, he pulled ahead with just a few beats of his wings.
    

    
      Whooooosh. 
    

    
      Not willing to take the loss, Narmias’ harpy chased us pretty well, an admirable performance considering it was only a third of Bebeto’s size.
    

    
      ‘Wanna race?’
    

    
      I was just too busy lately, so I hadn’t had a real chance to chat with Narmias. But we were suddenly thrown into a race for speed, and I didn’t intend to lose.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!!!! 
    

    
      Feeling challenged by the fact that a smaller being was on his tail, Bebeto flapped his wings with big puffs steaming from his nose.
    

    
      Kyaaaaaaaaaa! 
    

    
      The harpy screeched, following us doggedly.
    

    
      Whooooooooosh. 
    

    
      A gust of wind happened to blow in just then from the Rual Mountains. My cloak flapped in the wind as if trying to tear itself from me and fly away.
    

    
      And so began a brief, honeyed flight, a delightful time with Narmias, a girl who smiled joyfully just because she was by my side.
      

    

    
      ‘Ara, who’s that person?’
    

    
      It was late at night. I was waiting for Chrisia, the representative of the Kesmire Kingdom, on the covert runway. The arranged time was nearing when two wyverns slowly descended onto the runway. My eyes opened wide at the side of the wyvern landing side by side next to Chrisia’s hybrid.
    

    
      ‘Another white wyvern! Wow! It’s like a real unicorn.’
    

    
      Besides its black snout and ankles, the rest of the wyvern was pure white. I was completely taken away by the sight of it. Glowing under the light of the covert’s magic lamps, the perfectly white wyvern was more than striking enough to draw the eye.
    

    
      I was staring slack-jawed at the white wyvern when two people jumped down.
    

    
      ‘A woman?’
    

    
      Surprisingly, the person who landed with Chrisia was a woman.
    

    
      ‘And who might this older sis be?’
    

    
      Because it was getting cold at night, the two women were still wearing their helmets. The woman was wearing a white airplate that obviously looked different from Chrisia’s familiar one. Unlike airplates made for men, this one was smaller in frame and looked quite cute.
    

    
      “My liege, she seems to be a Skyknight of the Haildrian Empire,” Derval whispered into my ear, looking at the approaching woman.
    

    
      ‘Haildrian? The Ice Empire, Haildrian?!!’
    

    
      The Ice Empire, Haildrian, was located in the northern continent. They had almost no contact with the rest of the continent, so not much was known about them, just that their magic was more developed than expected and that their winter lasted half a year.
    

    
      ‘Why? What did she come all the way here for?’
    

    
      I was suddenly filled with questions. I was totally unacquainted with the Haildrian Empire, so a visit from one of their Skyknights was a real surprise.
    

    
      Click. 
    

    
      Stopping in front of me, Chrisia removed her helmet, and her blue hair flowed down. “I hope you have been doing well, Count Kyre,” she said with a refreshing smile.
    

    
      “Haha, thanks to you, I’ve been very well. But you came later than I expected. I was waiting with such bated breath that I almost turned as purple as an eggplant.”
    

    
      “Oh my, surely not because you wanted to see me...?”
    

    
      The fire fox pretended to be surprised, acting coy.
    

    
      “Hmm, I don’t think that’s quite it...”
    

    
      “How disappointing. Even though I’ve been thinking about Count Kyre every day...”
    

    
      ‘Eh? Every day? Me?’
    

    
      The fire fox wagged her tail. But I wasn’t a fool, and I just grinned, turning my gaze to the woman still wearing her helmet.
    

    
      ‘She’s cold.’
    

    
      The pure white airplate was made with some unknown material and looked noble. Giving off the proud aura of an Ice King’s cloak, the airplate inspired a sense of awe.
    

    
      “But may I ask who this person is...?”
    

    
      Click. 
    

    
      At my query, the woman slowly took off her helmet.
    

    
      The hair underneath flowed out like a long river.
    

    
      ‘!! W-T-F!!!’
    

    
      To my shock, her hair was entirely white. Like the woman from the movie Bride with the White Hair, the Skyknight’s long hair was as white and opaque as snow.
    

    
      ‘Waooo! Killer looks!’
    

    
      To be honest, in my opinion, white hair was pretty hard to pull off. If a mediocre-looking person had a mop of white hair, it was just tacky. But for people with beautiful skin and a cold, intelligent face, white hair was a blessing. And surprisingly, this white-haired woman’s blessed face was one in a hundred.
    

    
      She had a small, egg-shaped face, and her beautifully slanted brows and eyes lent her an air of haughtiness that made her seem unapproachable. The blue eyes under her white brows were like a lake in the winter and gave her a clean impression. On top of that, her lips were like a ripe red cherry in midwinter.
    

    
      It was my first time seeing a woman who looked like she had been sculpted out of ice.
    

    
      “My name is Tiavel.”
    

    
      The owner of the cute and charming name greeted me with a slight dip of her head.
    

    
      “It is a pleasure to meet you. I am the Lord of Nerman, Kyre.”
    

    
      Naturally, I bowed to greet her. Though she did not tell me her status, it was obvious. Charisma matching her haughtiness was flowing subconsciously from the woman’s entire body.
    

    
      “Let us go inside. Warm tea has been prepared.”
    

    
      Finishing the greetings, I gestured inside to escort the women.
    

    
      The woman nodded, showing her gratitude towards my hospitality with a slight blink of the eyes.
    

    
      ‘Cough cough, you might choke to death living with her.’
    

    
      Tiavel’s aloofness was so overwhelming that even a needle would break trying to pierce it. There was no other way to explain it.
    

    
      Haughtiness.
    

    
      That word alone could fully characterize Tiavel.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Haah, even the way she holds her teacup is so serious.’
    

    
      Tiavel could match up to Princess Igis’ aura of elegance and refinement. Each and every one of her movements was calculated. She was just sitting across the office table drinking tea, but I somehow ended up straightening my posture too.
    

    
      “His Majesty the King has also readily agreed to your proposal. He said that if Nerman gives us a stable supply of provisions as well as holy water, we will obtain a far greater profit compared to relying on other places.”
    

    
      “Please relay my gratitude to him for his permission.”
    

    
      Others called the Kesmire pirates, but for me, they were precious people.
    

    
      “Hoho, I understand. Also, it seemed that you needed many magic crystals, so I brought 2 Grade 2s, 25 Grade 3s, 50 Grade 4s, and 300 Grade 5s.”
    

    
      ‘!!’
    

    
      A quick calculation revealed that the value of those magic crystals would easily exceed 10 million Gold, but Chrisia reported them offhandedly, as if she was talking about her dog at home.
    

    
      “I am grateful for your consideration,” I said with sincerity.
    

    
      As long as we had those magic crystals, the salt field would be completed, we could make the new model of Blessed Spear I had designed, and we could also start the construction of my city-sized castle right away.
    

    
      “What thanks, an ally should do this much, no?”
    

    
      Chrisia’s eyes creased as she emphasized ‘ally.’
    

    
      ‘Yeah, alright, let’s be allies. You and I are both in lonely circumstances, anyway.’
    

    
      “I believe ‘blood alliance’ is a more suitable description than ‘ally,’ haha.”
    

    
      “Blood alliance? Hohoho, as expected, you’re very generous, Count Kyre.”
    

    
      “Rather than sitting around, shall we have a glass of wine?”
    

    
      “Wine? Hoho, I wholeheartedly accept.”
    

    
      Following the uplifted mood, I proposed a drink.
    

    
      “Lady Tiavel, would that be alright with you?”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, what exactly is her identity?’
    

    
      Chrisia was definitely a princess of the Kesmire Kingdom, but she cautiously inquired about Tiavel’s opinion.
    

    
      “Do as you please.”
    

    
      Even her voice was as clear and cold as ice clinking together.
    

    
      It almost felt like the master here wasn’t me, but Tiavel.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Two eagles are sitting on a tree when a hunter appears and bullseye’s one of them with an arrow. Falling from the tree, the eagle shouts to the hunter, ‘Why only me? Catch him, too!’ So do you know what the remaining eagle said to the hunter?”
    

    
      After sipping the first glass, downing the second, and happily drinking the third, the mood had become merry. I spun one of the classic sparrow folk tales into a Kallian variant for the ladies’ enjoyment.
    

    
      “Oh my, what a naughty eagle. Since he was already shot, he should have died alone, but he asked to have his comrade killed too...” said Chrisia, her healthy-looking skin ruddy from the alcohol.
    

    
      “What do you think about it, Lady Tiavel?” I asked Tiavel, who had simply listened to my numerous jokes with no expression.
    

    
      “...I’m not sure.”
    

    
      ‘Alcohol is mighty, I tell you.’
    

    
      Carried along by the mood, Tiavel had ended up drinking a few glasses, too. The slight flush of her white skin was seriously adorable.
    

    
      “Hurry and tell us. What did the living eagle say to the hunter?”
    

    
      Chrisia looked right into my eyes, her eyes sparkling with curiosity.
    

    
      Tiavel also looked at me with bright eyes the color of a winter lake. Her eyes were also gleaming with curiosity.
    

    
      “The living eagle said this to the hunter: ‘That one isn’t dead yet. Shoot him again!’”
    

    
      “W-What?! Hohohohohoho.”
    

    
      “Pft!”
    

    
      ‘Oh! The power of a joke is mighty, alright!’
    

    
      Chrisia burst out in a guffaw that shook the office, and as if her laugh was infectious, Tiavel covered her mouth with slender fingers and gave a light ‘pft.’
    

    
      The mood was really good. I was grateful that I could have the leisure to joke around with ladies like this.
    

    
      But then, Chrisia’s laugh died down, and she met my gaze with a gleam in her eyes. An inscrutable smile appeared on her lips.
    

    
      I met her smile with my own grin.
    

    
      It didn’t cost money or anything, so I couldn’t ignore the smile of a beauty.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘He’s truly charming.’
    

    
      From the first time they met, she thought he was an unusual man. He didn’t put on airs as a noble and though he sometimes joked around, the man named Kyre did his very best at all times. Every time she received a report about the territory, Chrisia even wondered if he was in his right mind.
    

    
      Besides the Kesmire Kingdom, many others had their sights on Nerman, like the Temir, the Laviter Empire, and the countless monsters, but Kyre made enemies instead of friends without reserve. According to the information, the magic towers, major merchant groups, and even a temple had turned their backs on him. But Kyre wasn’t daunted at all and continued to lead his territory well.
    

    
      ‘Did you know? That because of you, I almost couldn’t leave the kingdom.’
    

    
      She hadn’t said anything, so of course he wouldn’t know. The Kesmire Kingdom had invested so much effort into Nerman. But Chrisia was forced to tell her father, the King, and the nobles occupying the island that rather than capturing Nerman, they would have to make an alliance. As soon as she said as much, the nobles nearly berated Chrisia’s ear off.
    

    
      But despite the reprimanding, Chrisia hadn’t backed down, constantly asserting the need for an alliance. If not for the backing of her father, the King, she might have even lost her position as the Commander of the 2nd Fleet and been forced to live as a nun in the kingdom.
    

    
      ‘Don’t disappoint me. The moment you weaken, the nobles of Kesmire will not stand idly by.’
    

    
      The alliance was created because Kyre was strong. The nobles knew of Kyre’s power as well. They knew nothing could be done about him in a short period of time, so they could only accept him as a temporary ally.
    

    
      ‘Hmm, Tiavel...’
    

    
      While Chrisia was looking at Kyre, she noticed that Tiavel, the woman rumored to be aloof even in the Ice Empire, was sneaking glances at Kyre with a ruddy face.
    

    
      Chrisia shook her head a little. The still-young and playful Lord of Nerman radiated a strange charisma. After experiencing it once, it was hard to pull away. He felt like a considerate older brother and a mischievous little brother all at once, and sometimes even a dignified father; his charm wore many hats. Every time she saw him, it was clear that just looking at him could make you feel happy.
    

    
      “Sadly, I think it’s time for us to go. I will give you the magic crystals immediately. As for the provisions and the holy water we require, I will come to get them in the season of Romero, when the winds of Kazofune become calm.”
    

    
      It was time to leave, so Chrisia bid a regretful farewell.
    

    
      “Thank you. I will always remember your warm heart, Lady Chrisia.”
    

    
      “Hoho, I’m thankful for your words alone.”
    

    
      A single sentence from Kyre made Chrisia feel like she would fly away with happiness.
    

    
      Unbeknownst to her, she was already inextricably tied up in the strings of fate.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Huhu...”
    

    
      The night had grown late, so the two women flew off, leaving behind a fragrant memory. The heavy sack of magic crystals in my hand made me giddy.
    

    
      “I’m not sure if I should be grateful to you guys or curse you.”
    

    
      The lights in the temporary temple of Neran were already off. Having become a bird mother these days, Aramis was sleeping, exhausted from rearing the five wyvern babies, an effort that left her no time to go on a date with me.
    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      A cold wind blew in. The autumn wind of Luchekeart was wandering away. The winter wind, Kazofune, quickly took its place, caressing Nerman with its chilling touch.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 98: Clouds of War
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Those damned assholes!!!!!”
    

    
      The road construction was finally finished. It wasn’t completely cured yet, but we had reached the destination, so the elves had returned to their village. Apparently, the elves rested in the winter, so I couldn’t force them to stay.
    

    
      Afterwards, I returned to my office, where a letter had been delivered to me from Rosiathe in the Havis Kingdom via lumikar. She said that three days from now, the Havis Kingdom’s nobles and knights would cross the border and attack, and that she was sorry.
    

    
      “So even paladins are coming along for the ride, you say...”
    

    
      The force consisted of at least 200 wyverns, thousands of knights, 50,000 infantrymen, as well as paladins and priests serving Neran.
    

    
      “If it’s an inevitable war, I’ll never refuse.”
    

    
      Nerman wasn’t completely stable yet. There were monsters lurking here and there as well as there being reports that the movements of the Temir had sharply increased in the North. But I knew that the enemy wouldn’t be so kind as to be considerate of our situation.
    

    
      “I’ll make you bastards cry tears of blood.”
    

    
      It wouldn’t be an easy war. We were at an absolute numerical disadvantage. If all 200 wyverns came attacking at once, we would definitely accrue significant damage.
    

    
      “Is there anyone outside!” I called loudly.
    

    
      “My liege, your wish is my command!”
    

    
      “Convene Sir Derval and the main knights at once. Tell Sir Shailt from Orakk Castle to come as well!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      As the knight’s shout rang throughout the office, I turned my gaze towards the map of Nerman, a map loaded with my dream, my hope, my everything. 
    

    
      It was my pride, and we would never bend, no matter who it was!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Kioooooooooo! 
    

    
      Kugaaaaaaaa! 
    

    
      “What an incredible, magnificent sight. I never thought I would be able to see so many wyverns in one place.”
    

    
      “Haha, indeed. It’s a truly impressive force.”
    

    
      The rotten nobles of the Havis Kingdom continuously expressed their admiration. The clearing in front of Calvaron Castle in the vicinity of Nerman was filled with over 200 wyverns, thousands of cavalry, and 50,000 infantrymen. It was an enormous force composed of what was easily ½ of the Havis Kingdom’s entire military power.
    

    
      “It seems that the Nerman bastards are still in the dark.”
    

    
      “Kuku, of course. I heard monsters went on a rampage recently and half-destroyed one of their forts.”
    

    
      “But they’re enduring better than I expected. I thought they would be orc grub by now.”
    

    
      Inside the banquet hall in Calvaron Castle, the Havis Kingdom nobles who had gathered for the Nerman subjugation were loudly chattering amongst each other, releasing their nerves for the offensive in three days.
    

    
      “It is so very reassuring to have the esteemed priests and paladins with us.”
    

    
      “We are merely lending a hand to punish the evildoer who sullied the Goddess’ name.”
    

    
      “Please take good care of us.”
    

    
      Sitting in the seat of honor was the person in charge of the punitive force, Hanskane. He was conversing with the priest representing the paladins as well as the other priests, a man named Daterian.
    

    
      ‘We’ll use this opportunity to take down Denfors, too. They’re said to have had a bumper crop this year. Huhuhu.’ 
    

    
      Hanskane had learned of Nerman’s bumper crop from the merchants. Thanks to the clear weather, the Havis Kingdom had also gotten a good harvest this year, but it was less than Nerman. Surprisingly enough, the crops produced in Nerman were twice as abundant as crops from other places.
    

    
      ‘They’ll have quite a few dwarven goods, as well as wyvern armor... Huhu, we can get quite a lot of slaves, too.’
    

    
      The war hadn’t even begun yet, but Hanskane was already thinking about the spoils of war. The Lord of Nerman might be rumored to be invincible, but Hanskane did not think Kyre could do anything about a force this large all on his lonesome. An army of this scale would even be enough to tie up an empire for a short time.
    

    
      “I apologize for repeating myself, but if Priestess Aramis is found, you must tell us right away. We will not interfere in any other matters.”
    

    
      “Please allay your worries, if we find the priestess named Aramis, we will immediately return her to God’s embrace.”
    

    
      A shocking number of paladins had joined them, nearly 1,000. There were also dozens of priests who could heal. They wouldn’t have come in such numbers if they hadn’t declared a holy war.
    

    
      ‘But where did Count Urhans go?’
    

    
      The important nobles of the Havis Kingdom had gathered in the Calvaron Castle, but Count Urhans was nowhere to be seen. According to the butler, the count was so sick that he couldn’t be seen.
    

    
      ‘As long as this goes well, my position will be strengthened even more. And then, becoming an archduke will be...’
    

    
      Just thinking about it gave him a tingle of excitement.
    

    
      He might be a duke ruling the Havis Kingdom right now, but in the end, he was a mere noble. However, if he presented the kingdom to the Laviter Empire, he could even aim for an archduke title. No, just becoming a marquis of the empire would already be a huge success.
    

    
      Spurred by his giddiness, Hanskane raised his glass and proposed a toast. “Raise a glass, everyone. It’s a rare occasion to have everyone together, after all.”
    

    
      “Yes, let’s!”
    

    
      “Hahaha.”
    

    
      The greedy pigs of Havis raised their glasses high, each man happily imagining how much of the breadcrumbs divvied up after the war would become theirs.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Evacuate all the people in the vicinity to Denfors. Also, move all the provisions stored in every fort to Denfors. This must be done swiftly and at once.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      All my important knights had been convened. They ground their teeth in rage after hearing that the Havis Kingdom’s riffraff were gathered on the border. Bloodthirst spewed from their eyes like a waterfall.
    

    
      “I’m sure everyone knows, but this war will decide the fate of Nerman. Keep in mind that all the blood, sweat, and tears we put in can disappear in a single morning like a drop of dew!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      It wasn’t just my blood, sweat, and tears. The knights here had accomplished mighty feats this year.
    

    
      “My liege, how do you intend to annihilate the enemy? If we don’t engage in a frontal war, what about a siege from Denfors? When winter comes, they will certainly withdraw.”
    

    
      Knowing the characteristics of Nerman well, Baroness Janice proposed a siege.
    

    
      “What are you saying! My liege, we need to go for a frontal war! If we let ourselves be cowed by such rabble and let them come all the way to our front yard, it’ll deal a bad blow to the soldiers and their morale. I will take the lead!”
    

    
      The hot-blooded Ryker insisted on a frontal war. But Sir Cedrian and Sir Shailt, both of whom had grown wise from mercenary work and the army respectively, were standing there silently.
    

    
      “Gentlemen.”
    

    
      “.....”
    

    
      Everyone looked at me.
    

    
      “When I became the lord, I made a vow. A vow that I would make anyone who put even one footstep on my land without my permission pay the price with blood.”
    

    
      It was fine as long as they didn’t mess with me, but for anyone who provoked me... I wouldn’t just sit around waiting to get hit like an idiot.
    

    
      “First, we shall draw the enemies deep into the territory. After bringing them all the way to Gadain Castle, we will give them hell. So follow my orders with loyalty, men!”
    

    
      “As you command!!!!!”
    

    
      Others might say this war was impossible, but my knights believed in me. Their eyes gleamed with the determination to win.
    

    
      “Alright, I will now begin outlining the plan. Sir Shailt, keep the Temir in check like you have already been doing. When I give you the order, you must move to the place I tell you without delay.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      “Next, Sir Ryker and Sir Janice, you will lead a formation and stay in Fort Ciaris. Stay low until I give the order, and like Sir Shailt, go to the location I instruct.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      “Sir Cedrian, I will need much of your help this time.”
    

    
      “It is an honor, my liege.”
    

    
      Cedrian had experienced countless wars during his mercenary days.
    

    
      “This war’s outcome will be decided by how fast we can draw the enemies in. Also, defeating the scattered enemies one by one is important. To win in that fashion, we will need to make 
    

    
      

    

    
      perfect use of our advantages, speed and knowledge of the terrain. Sir Cedrian, are all the cavalry under your command elites?”
    

    
      “We await your order! I am confident we can destroy anyone, no matter who it is.”
    

    
      “Good! Send the cavalry under your banner to Gadain Castle.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      “Sir Derval.”
    

    
      “Your wish is my command, my liege.”
    

    
      “Quickly remodel some carriages. Make seats with orc leather so that soldiers can sit on both sides of the carriage.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege.”
    

    
      “Also, send Denfors soldiers with a focus on archers to Gadain Castle.”
    

    
      “I shall heed your order, sir.”
    

    
      The strategies I had come up with last night came spilling out. I hadn’t revealed everything to the knights yet, but this battle would be one to remember.
    

    
      “Allow the soldiers to have their fill of drink and food today. From tomorrow onwards, there will be no breaks.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      ‘That concludes the preparations. It’s a shame we couldn’t construct the fort, but we’ll win this battle with what we have.’
    

    
      I had never really considered the struggling Havis Kingdom to be my enemy. You had to be at least on the level of the Bajran or Laviter Empire to be my enemy.
    

    
      “Then, set to it, everyone.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!!”
    

    
      The knights loudly saluted me, making a reliable picture.
    

    
      These absolutely loyal men could not be bought with any amount of money.
    

    
      They were the greatest fortune I had.
      

    

    
      “Is everything complete?”
    

    
      “Of course. We’ve already produced twenty of them.”
    

    
      “I’m very impressed. As expected of the greatest artisan of the Luhalumere Clan!”
    

    
      “Ahem ahem, well, you could say that much.”
    

    
      ‘Twenty... Nice.’
    

    
      The ballistas that could hunt wyverns I had commissioned the dwarves to make were complete. The moment they were attached to the walls of Gadain Castle, the enemies would shit themselves in fear.
    

    
      “But did something happen? Young man, you don’t look so good.”
    

    
      As if to show that his years weren’t for show, Patriarch Cassiars noticed something was wrong from my complexion.
    

    
      “I think a war will arise in a few days.”
    

    
      “War! Ohhh! Is that really true?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Hahaha, I’m grateful. I was bored, in any case, so it’s good to have something to do. This isn’t an empty boast—when our clan goes to war, it’s something else entirely. Be it horses or knights, when our heavy steel axes go down, they’ll be split from head to toe!”
    

    
      “Please stay back this time.”
    

    
      From Patriarch Cassiars’ tone, he seemed to want to participate in the war.
    

    
      “Hey, young man, are you looking down on me because I’m old? Or doing a disservice to our clan because we can’t ride horses with our short legs?!”
    

    
      Cassiars shouted while jumping up and down in agitation. I was grateful for his thoughts, but it wasn’t the right time for them.
    

    
      “The dwarven clan is our most important hidden elites in this war. I did not tell you because if you appear from the get-go, the enemies might just run away with their tails tucked.”
    

    
      “Ohh! Is that so? Of course it is. As you probably know, our clan knows no retreat! We simply run over when we see an enemy and turn them into mincemeat with a single blow. Huhuhu, I bet the legend of our clan hasn’t disappeared among the humans yet.”
    

    
      The dwarves became excited quickly, but they were also calmed quickly. I couldn’t help but smile at their pure spirits.
    

    
      “Therefore, I have a request. Please make a lot of the ballistas and bolts. If everything goes well this time, I will treat you big time.”
    

    
      “Big time? With what?”
    

    
      “I have some beer maturing very marvelously in my cellar. It was made from the wheat we harvested this fall, so it should have a refreshing, bursting flavor.”
    

    
      “R-Refreshing and bursting...” Cassiars mumbled, the very epitome of a dwarf enraptured by the mere mention of beer. “Don’t worry. We’ll make ballistas and bolts like our lives depend on it in here, so quickly finish matters outside and come back.”
    

    
      “You have my faith, Patriarch.”
    

    
      “That’s right, just trust me. You’re a friend of our clan, are you not! Kuhahahaha.”
    

    
      Cassiars’ laughter rang out happily inside the cave.
    

    
      “Of course. We’re friends, after all. Hahahaha.”
    

    
      I followed suit with laughter of my own.
    

    
      No matter how you sliced it, I was definitely a blessed guy.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “FORWARD!”
    

    
      “Waaaaaaaaaaaaah!”
    

    
      Clank clank clank clank! 
    

    
      The command to advance was relayed to all the waiting troops via mana. 50,000 troops began to march with energetic, clanking steps.
    

    
      Neeeeeigh! 
    

    
      The knights sitting astride thousands of horses also began to slowly move.
    

    
      Kuuuuuuuuuuuu! 
    

    
      Kaaauuuuuuuuu! 
    

    
      200 wyverns flew with their wings outstretched in offensive formation above the soldiers.
    

    
      It was a grand spectacle. 200 enormous wyverns riding the wind flying in neat order was an impressive sight that could awe any bystander.
    

    
      On top of that, there were a thousand paladins wearing pure white platemail. The golden cross within a circle embroidered on their cloaks added a sacred air to the scene.
    

    
      ‘Kyre, right? Attempt your futile resistance. Do your very best to stop me! Kukukuku.’
    

    
      Duke Hanskane looked down on the proceedings from the air atop his wyvern. Then, he looked towards the north with a dark smile.
    

    
      They would soon cross into Nerman in the first national offensive the Havis Kingdom had instigated in over a century.
    

    
      Clank clank clank clank! 
    

    
      Neeeeeeeigh! 
    

    
      The vigorous marching of the soldiers could be heard all the way in the sky.
    

    
      The soldiers were unaware.
    

    
      That ahead of them, laid the path to a wretched hell.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Maternal Grandfather, it has been a while.”
    

    
      “I am finally able to give my greetings, Princess...”
    

    
      Duke Safidian, who could be called the last remaining loyalist in the Havis Kingdom, lowered his head to Rosiathe with a face marked with the passing of the years. As an individual, he was Rosiathe’s maternal grandfather.
    

    
      “How is your health?”
    

    
      “My body is about to go into God’s embrace, how could it be of any importance. But... what will come for our princess is...”
    

    
      Unable to bring himself to continue, Duke Safidian bit his lips. He was from a ducal house, but all he had were around ten old and sick wyverns as well as 2,000 men. He was well aware that with his forces, which were worse than that of a count’s household, he could be of no help to the Royal Family. He was also aware that his one and only grandchild was living a difficult life under the harassment of the nobles.
    

    
      “I called you here because I have a request, Grandfather.”
    

    
      Realizing something was wrong from Rosiathe’s unusually calm voice, Safidian raised his head to look at the princess.
    

    
      ‘Oh! You can see the dignity of the king from our Rosiathe!’
    

    
      He hadn’t seen Rosiathe in a year. Using sickness as an excuse, he hadn’t participated in the headache-inducing Council of Nobles at all, thinking that since he couldn’t do anything to help anyway, he might as well not attend just to see the sorry sights.
    

    
      But after a year, his only granddaughter had changed. The beauty that had earned her the namesake “Flower of the North” was still unchanged, but the aura she emanated was clearly different.
    

    
      “Please speak, Princess.”
    

    
      Safidian unconsciously bowed his head under her dignity.
    

    
      “I believe it is now time.”
    

    
      “....?”
    

    
      The duke looked up in surprise.
    

    
      “It is time to recover the lost dignity of the Royal Family and punish the treacherous criminals in the name of the Crown.”
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      Safidian exclaimed at Rosiathe’s unhesitating words, which were filled with the dignity of the Royal Family. How long had he waited to hear such words?
    

    
      “But Princess, they are very strong. A misstep could threaten the safety of the Royal Family.”
    

    
      “I am sure you are well aware that we are backed against a wall, Grandfather. And I am sure of it. That with the scoundrels out of the kingdom, this is a golden opportunity that will not come again.”
    

    
      The old duke felt his heart thump wildly at Rosiathe’s conviction.
    

    
      “How may this humble one assist you! Please give me your order! I will give my all to recover the dignity of the Royal Family!!!!”
    

    
      The duke’s voice blared out in the royal councilroom, which was free of the other high-ranking nobles. Forgetting his age, he appeared to have returned to his youth.
    

    
      “Take the Royal Knights who have sworn their loyalty and the nobles who still live under the name of the Havis Crown and drag the families of all the people written here.”
    

    
      Rosiathe slid a thick directory over to her grandfather over the councilroom table. And as she did so, tears spilled from her eyes.
    

    
      “These are the names of traitors to the kingdom, personally recorded by me. These are the names of those who harassed my Royal Father... and doomed my Royal Mother... the unforgivable bastards...”
    

    
      Clenching her teeth, tears fell from her eyes.
    

    
      “All hail! This humble one... accepts your command with his very life!!!!”
    

    
      Two days after the Havis Kingdom’s army crossed into Nerman, a single letter came from Nerman. After reading it, Princess Rosiathe unsheathed the sword of rage she had hidden all this time, a sword that would purge the insects that had gnawed away at the kingdom for hundreds of years. 
    

    
      A massive gamble was unfolding. In this stark battle of life and death, the winner would take all.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 99: Master of the Land
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Their scouting wyverns went all the way to Gadain Castle and came back just now.”
    

    
      “That so?”
    

    
      “What would you like to do, sir?”
    

    
      The strongest force in the territory was concentrated at Gadain Castle. There, 3,000 archers and the wyvern-killing ballistas made by the dwarves were waiting for my order, as well as 3,000 of the cavalry we had fostered with great effort.
    

    
      “What about their supply train?”
    

    
      “As we expected, they were unable to keep up with the fast advance and are trailing behind. I have heard they are about a day away from the regular troops.” 
    

    
      “How was their military discipline, in your eyes?”
    

    
      “It is a mess. If we can just breach the middle with one powerful blow, they will all flee.” Cedrian had precisely figured out the Havis Kingdom army.
    

    
      “We will begin shortly. Order the Skyknights to prepare themselves.”
    

    
      “As you command!!”
    

    
      Without a single battle, the enemies came charging all the way to Gadain Castle, the former home of Viscount Lukence. They maintained formation for the first two days, but without any apparent resistance, arrogance got to their head and battle lines crumbled as they rushed to see who could get there first.
    

    
      I smoothly rose from my seat.
    

    
      
        Rattle rattle.
      
    

    
      The wind outside buffeted the window. The northern wind of winter, Kazofune, had blown in with the steadily setting sun, beating out a dismal funeral march on the window.
    

    
      The wind was urging me.
    

    
      ‘It’s time,’ it rasped. ‘Unleash your deeply hidden rage!’
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Neeeeeeeeigh. 
    

    
      “Gaah, it’s cold.”
    

    
      “Dammit, why go to war on a day like this.”
    

    
      “Shh! Be quiet. You’re done for if the knights hear.”
    

    
      The rear supply train of the Nerman punitive force had fewer supplies than expected because the heart of Nerman, Denfors, was only a few days' ride on horse and ten days on foot from the Havis Kingdom. Everyone assumed they would be victorious, so the supply train only had about ten days’ worth of rations.
    

    
      “Looks like those Nerman bastards will fight back from the castle.”
    

    
      “With the weather getting colder, they probably want to force a return.”
    

    
      “Sigh, there’s not much difference between them and us, so why are we doing this?”
    

    
      The elite troops from the territories were following the knights at least one day ahead of the supply train. So at best, the rear was composed of 3,000 peasants conscripted from the territories. They did have around ten wyverns and a smattering of knights, but they, too, were old and ailing wyverns and less skilled knights. As such, the cold weather had already driven them into their tents, where they were either chugging alcohol or sleeping.
    

    
      “The sky sure is clear.”
    

    
      “Yeah. It feels like it’ll snow soon.”
    

    
      Two soldiers standing guard blinked into the sky.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Oi oi, what’s that?!”
    

    
      Just then, they spotted several dots approaching them from afar.
    

    
      “W-Wyverns!!”
    

    
      “Uwaaahhhh! Enemy wyverns have appeared!!”
    

    
      “EMERGENCY! EMERGENCY!!!”
    

    
      Clang clang clang clang clang clang clang! 
    

    
      The emergency bell clamored noisily.
    

    
      “What the heck! What’s all this fuss about wyverns?!”
    

    
      “You damned bastards, what are you complaining about at this ho—”
    

    
      BAM!! 
    

    
      KWAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      Ba-ba-ba-bam. 
    

    
      Stumbling out of the tents next to their wyverns from their drunken sleep, the Skyknights watched as the wyverns sleeping perfectly fine just moments ago were suddenly struck by Blessed Spears that plunged deep into their bodies.
    

    
      “UWAAAHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      “E-ENEMIES!!!!!”
    

    
      Screams ripped from their throats.
    

    
      Craaaaaaash! 
    

    
      Swoooooosh. 
    

    
      BOOOOOOOOM! 
    

    
      Red lightning bolts suddenly began to plummet from the sky.
    

    
      Fwoooooooooooooosh. 
    

    
      Enormous balls of fire fell onto the hay for the horses and the rations for the soldiers, turning the entire supply train into a sea of flames.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      Just then, an ear-splitting cry from a wyvern broke through the chaos.
    

    
      Flaaaash. 
    

    
      Golden stripes on black gleamed under the piercing glare of the winter moon.
    

    
      Flapping long wings, the wyvern nonchalantly disappeared into the darkness of night, five Golden Wyverns following behind like little chicks.
      

    

    
      “Ambush? The supply train has been entirely burned down?”
    

    
      “Y-Yes. Enemy wyverns appeared just now and launched an ambush.”
    

    
      “How can that be? I told them to fly patrols, so what were they doing until the enemy wyverns showed up?!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The result of the first battle had a considerable influence on an army’s morale. In particular, the loss of the supply train was more than enough to make normal soldiers anxious.
    

    
      “Damn it...”
    

    
      The situation was obvious. The arrogance of the nobles and knights who hadn’t met a single bit of resistance on the way here had invited trouble.
    

    
      “What is your instruction?”
    

    
      “Instruction? Bah! Tell them to scrape together all the remaining supplies and come here. The supply problem will be fixed as soon as we seize that castle over there.”
    

    
      “Understood, Your Excellency.”
    

    
      “Ah! And tell them to do the night patrols properly! If they get ambushed just one more time like idiots, they’ll be punished by martial law, regardless of status!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Late at night, when all the nobles were asleep, the Chief Knight received Duke Hanskane’s order.
    

    
      ‘There’s seriously no one worth trusting. This is why the kingdom is in such a sorry state. Tsk tsk.’
    

    
      Hanskane clicked his tongue in scorn of the lazy nobles even though he too, was a noble of the Havis Kingdom.
    

    
      “Yaawwn...”
    

    
      He had to get a good night’s rest for the battle tomorrow, so Hanskane crawled back into his bed decked with plushy demon beast fur, covered himself with the blanket, and closed his eyes.
    

    
      CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG! 
    

    
      The moment he was about to fall asleep, the warning bell suddenly began to clamor.
    

    
      “E-Enemy appearance!”
    

    
      “Wyverns have appeared!”
    

    
      “EMERGENCY! EMERGENCY!!!!!!!”
    

    
      Then came the panicked yells of the soldiers.
    

    
      “W-What now!!!!”
    

    
      Hanskane jumped out of his bed.
    

    
      CRAAAASH! 
    

    
      A huge crash shook the earth beneath his feet.
    

    
      Boooooom. 
    

    
      Craaaaaash. 
    

    
      Explosions followed in quick succession.
    

    
      Dazed, the duke scrambled out of his tent.
    

    
      “HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      In his ear rang uproarious laughter filled with incredible mana.
    

    
      “T-THAT IS—!!!”
    

    
      He saw it.
    

    
      Under the bright light of the moon, six wyverns were lazily flying over the Havis army. At the lead flew an unusually large, black hybrid wyvern.
    

    
      “Welcome to my territory, everyone.”
    

    
      The cold, wintry voice of the enemy sounded loud and clear in everyone’s ears, causing them to tremble. The bloodthirst in his words was colder than the winter wind.
    

    
      “K-Kyre...”
    

    
      Duke Hanskane unconsciously mumbled a name.
    

    
      That name was Kyre, the master of the land he was currently standing on.
    

    
      Standing confidently atop his wyvern, Count Kyre de Nerman’s cloak flapped behind him as he flew off into the distance, leaving fear in the hearts of those who had come uninvited.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 100: The Battle Begins
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “On whose whim did you decrease the number of patrolling wyverns?!!”
    

    
      Early in the morning, a furious voice thundered through the camp of the Havis Kingdom’s punitive army. Duke Hanskane, whose shock had kept him wide awake last night, roared at the nobles.
    

    
      He clearly remembered ordering formations of at least 40 wyverns to run patrols around the area. But Kyre and his Skyknights had punched through that defense net, unleashed magic on them, and leisurely flew away. Hanskane then found out that only 20 wyverns had flown patrols last night, and they had encountered a group of wyverns and given chase, leaving the skies above the punitive army completely open to attack.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      However, not a single person stepped up to take responsibility. The nobles were participating voluntarily and not because they had received an executive command from the Crown, so naturally, they were half-assing it. They simply trusted in their numerical advantage and thought that victory was imminent.
    

    
      “Your Excellency, please calm your anger. It will all be over when the rats hiding in that tiny castle are defeated anyway. I’m sure everyone here understands your rage.” Marquis Chakres, the next highest in rank next to Hanskane in the punitive army, butted in.
    

    
      “Mmm...”
    

    
      ‘Damned bastards, do you think this is a joke?’
    

    
      There was no sense of tension among the nobles at all. As expected of rotten nobles living in a stagnant kingdom, they even showed up to the morning meeting all dressed up. Moreover, Hanskane was aware that there were a few nobles who couldn’t temporarily suppress their lust and even brought along women, disguising them as soldiers.
    

    
      “Alright. But from today onwards, you must follow my orders to the T. Our force might be far superior, but it is my hope that all of you keep in mind that this is enemy territory.”
    

    
      Knowing that pressing the nobles would only cause him a headache, Hanskane cooled his rage.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      But the nobles continued to show their obvious displeasure at being ordered around and subjected to his rage at the break of dawn. No one responded.
    

    
      ‘The moment we are annexed into the empire, only a few of you bastards will survive!’ Hanskane thought viciously, gnashing his teeth.
    

    
      “Then let us begin the strategy meeting for the battle today. According to our intel, the castle in front of us, Gadain Castle, is one of Nerman’s few lousy castles. We have determined that it is manned by 3,000 soldiers who appear to be archers and a group of cavalry. There are also around fifteen wyverns protecting the castle.”
    

    
      “Then is the lord of this place, that Kyre fellow who rampaged last night, also there?”
    

    
      “That seems to be the case.”
    

    
      “Let us attack at once! Just thinking about how I lost sleep because of him makes me—”
    

    
      “What use is a strategy meeting? No matter how outstanding that bastard is, he can’t win against these numbers.”
    

    
      “I concur. If we strike that worn-down, shabby castle from the sky, he will raise the white flag and surrender.”
    

    
      The nobles clamored for attack. It was because the spoils were distributed according to whoever got their hands on it first that they were so eager to strike.
    

    
      ‘You shitheads.’
    

    
      The nobles were absolutely deplorable even in his eyes. Hanskane swallowed the curses in his throat and slightly bit his lips. Absolute numbers rendered tactics meaningless, but there was still an order to things.
    

    
      “We cannot.”
    

    
      Duke Hanskane’s words rang coldly in the meeting room.
    

    
      “What do you mean? With a force this large, we should be more than capable of seeing results with the wyverns alone.”
    

    
      “Indeed. If we move with the infantry, the rats won’t even be able to run.”
    

    
      Among the spoils, the most valuable were the precious wyvern and Skyknight gear. Blinded by greed, the nobles saw nothing else.
    

    
      “Everyone should prepare to sortie. We will mobilize immediately after the infantry set off.”
    

    
      Hanskane ordered mobilization rather than attack.
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      Instead of a resounding “As you command,” the nobles responded with silence. 
    

    
      Even before the real battle could begin, an invisible war was unfolding within the Havis army meeting room.
    

    
      Not a single one of the nobles had an interest in what their enemy might have prepared for them.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “They should be moving soon.”
    

    
      The enemy encampment was just 20 kilometers away, a distance that would take regular infantry half a day to cover, but was merely a hop and a skip on wyverns.
    

    
      “Are all the preparations perfect?”
    

    
      “We have done exactly as you instructed, my liege. They have no idea what hell awaits.” said Cedrian, my mercenary-leader-turned-important-commander. He was really reliable.
    

    
      “Contact Ryker. Tell him to lead the troops and block off the border.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The battle would be short. A great bloody storm must be raging in the Havis Kingdom around now, too. Everything would be decided with a single victory.
    

    
      ‘If we use the Nerman main road, we can reach the border in half a day.’
    

    
      A part of the Orakk Castle’s men were stationed in Denfors, and around 3,000 of the soldiers in Denfors were sent to the beginning of Nerman’s road, the cement production facility. We moved them quickly using remodeled carriages. The moment my order came down, the soldiers would be sent to barricade the border. If they rode the remodeled carriages and used Nerman’s new road, half a day was all it would take to send 3,000 soldiers to the border.
    

    
      “My liege! The enemy wyverns are going aloft!” reported a knight, barging into Gadain Castle’s large meeting room.
    

    
      It was a pretty useful room, obviously having been used extensively by Viscount Lukence during his tenure as de facto lord.
    

    
      ‘We have to send them to hell in a single strike. If not... I’ll be the one to meet ruin.’
    

    
      The outcome of this war depended on my secret weapon. If it failed, everything would fall apart.
    

    
      “Prepare for battle.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      10 of my important knights were gathered in the meeting room. They saluted me with vigor.
    

    
      ‘I wonder if Rosiathe will be able to finish things well over there.’
    

    
      I was slightly worried about the situation in the Havis Kingdom. I couldn’t exterminate all 200 wyverns—it was a given that most of them would survive and flee.
    

    
      If Rosiathe wasn’t able to dominate the Havis Kingdom in spite of that, this war would merely be an empty victory.
      

    

    
      “H-Halt!”
    

    
      A troop of cavalry ran forward without stopping, thundering past the moat. The knights and soldiers scrambled out to stand in front of the castle gate, shocked.
    

    
      “They are enemies! Prepare for batt—Ugh!”
    

    
      Duke Hanskane’s territory was just half a day’s ride on horseback from the Havis Royal Castle. Most of the territory’s Skyknights, knights, and 5,000 men were participating in the punitive army, so there were barely 1,000 men left in the duke’s castle, and most of them were old or weak. 
    

    
      50 mounted men were charging towards such a poorly defended castle. Because they had come running with the royal flag emblazoned with five spears and a shield at their head, Duke Hanskane’s men simply watched blankly as they came, wondering what the Knights of the Royal Guard wanted. However, they cut down the knight and soldiers standing before the front gate and continued to charge.
    

    
      “ENEMIES AHEAD!! PREPARE FOR BATTLE!!!!”
    

    
      Startled to his senses, a knight atop the castle walls yelled to alert the others.
    

    
      Thud thud thud thud thud thud! 
    

    
      Far in the distance, a thousand mounted men could be seen charging forward. The horses kicked up a storm of dust as they galloped without hesitation towards the castle of Duke Hanskane, the key player of the Havis Kingdom.
    

    
      KUOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      KAAAAAAAAAA! 
    

    
      And that wasn’t all. Before the shocked soldiers could gather their wits, dozens of wyverns swooped in, whistling past the heads of the soldiers atop the walls.
    

    
      “Everyone, surrender! This is the strict order of His Majesty the King! By Royal Decree, the traitor Duke Hanskane and his family will all be taken into custody! From this moment forth, anyone who resists will be taken as a traitor! Put down your weapons and receive the Royal Decree!!!!!!”
    

    
      A Royal Knight cloaked in red shouted the Royal Decree with mana. The faces of the knights and soldiers turned pale. They had never thought they would be labeled as traitors. If they raised their weapons in opposition, even their families could be implicated.
    

    
      Clatter. 
    

    
      Clunk clunk. 
    

    
      “W-What are you all doing?! Quickly pick up your weapons and fight! Do you want to forfeit your lives when our liege returns?!?!”
    

    
      After one soldier threw down his weapon, the other cowed soldiers followed suit, causing the knights to shout.
    

    
      Schwiiiiiip. 
    

    
      
        BAM! 
      
    

    
      The battle ended before it could even begin.
    

    
      A knight shouting atop the castle walls was sentenced to eternal silence, his heart pierced by a Blessed Spear that nailed his body into the wall.
    

    
      Clatter clatter clatter. 
    

    
      Staring wide-eyed at the gruesome corpse of the knight, the soldiers hastened to throw down their weapons.
    

    
      This Royal Decree was unfamiliar to their ears, but the weight of it was truly not light.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “The moment the punitive army attacks Gadain Castle, the paladins will split off and attack Denfors.”
    

    
      “We shall obey your command.”
    

    
      Daterian had started out as a humble paladin and ascended to an important position in the church. He turned to the key paladins gathered in the large tent and quietly gave his orders.
    

    
      “Our mission this time is to return Priestess Aramis, the object of God’s sincere love, back to the temple’s embrace. That takes precedence over all else.”
    

    
      Such was the executive command they had received from the Cardinal—they were to save the priestess named Aramis and bring her to the Cardinal. Anyone who interfered was a follower of the Evil God disturbing the work of their god, so they should all be killed without impunity regardless of status.
    

    
      “In the name of God...”
    

    
      As Daterian muttered words full of hard resolve, the paladins drew crosses and bowed their heads.
    

    
      They would move together with the 10 Skyknights from the church who had joined them a few days prior.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Neeeeigh. 
    

    
      Chew, chew. 
    

    
      “Eat up, my little cutie.”
    

    
      The agonized scream of the horse faded quickly. A Skyknight gazed with satisfaction at his wyvern as it smoothly extracted the horse’s innards with a sharp horn and gobbled them up with great enjoyment.
    

    
      Neeigh! Neeeeeigh! 
    

    
      It wasn’t just one or two horses. The hungry wyverns weren’t just eating the horses meant for transport, but also the trained steeds from the cavalry. For wyverns that could finish off two pigs daily, hunger was unimaginable agony.
    

    
      ‘Dammit...’
    

    
      The cries of the horses ringing out everywhere and the metallic reek of blood made Hanskane scowl. After they lost the wyvern food in the supply train, the hungry wyverns went wild. Moreover, because they were moving with the infantry due to his command, Hanskane couldn’t even stop them.
    

    
      ‘It’s shocking to think all those monsters disappeared.’
    

    
      Hanskane had flown to Denfors a few years ago for an unrelated matter, so he was shocked by the night-and-day difference in Nerman. The monsters that had seemed so numerous they couldn’t possibly be exterminated by human force were nowhere to be found.
    

    
      ‘It’ll be fine as long as we take the castle.’
    

    
      The weather was chilly, but on the plains, the speed of their advance was shockingly fast. Soon, they would reach their goal, Gadain Castle. They could easily begin the onslaught right away, but because there was no telling what tricks the bastards would try at night, he decided to begin the full-scale attack tomorrow morning.
    

    
      “Oh, oh!”
    

    
      He was leisurely casting his gaze towards Gadain Castle when he suddenly saw something ahead.
    

    
      KUAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      KYAAAAAK! 
    

    
      “E-Enemy wyverns ahead!!”
    

    
      “Everyone, get in the air!”
    

    
      There were wyverns patrolling above the infantry in formations of ten at most. Just then, the few wyverns flying at the front screamed in pain and began to crash down.
    

    
      BOOOM! 
    

    
      A storm of magic exploded in the air. Blue light glinted for a moment, looking like wind magic, before an enormous boom thundered out, rocking the earth.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOO!! 
    

    
      “K-Kyre!!”
    

    
      The wyvern’s golden stripes on black were recognizable at first glance even from afar. It let out a bellow, then turned and flew away.
    

    
      “Take him down!! Take down that bastard!!!!!”
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap! 
    

    
      Kiooooooooo! 
    

    
      Hanskane had no time to stop them. The wyverns that just finished their meals flapped and went aloft, covering the soldiers in red dust. The wyverns patrolling above went chasing after Kyre without a single word.
    

    
      ‘It’s dangerous!’
    

    
      Watching dazedly, Duke Hanskane got an ominous feeling. Kyre provoked them all on his lonesome without a formation and managed to enrage the Skyknights. For just a moment, the range of Kyre’s Blessed Spears and his ability to attack with magic was enough to make Hanskane’s heart tremble. Even now, a few of the Havis Skyknights were hurling spears at him as he fled, but at that distance, the spears fell uselessly to the ground.
    

    
      Swoooooosh. 
    

    
      Already worked up into a frenzy, dozens of wyverns and Skyknights went flying off after Kyre.
    

    
      “The entire army shall change to a quick march!”
    

    
      Since things were already like this, Hanskane decided to lead the soldiers and attack. He quickly ordered the army to march faster.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Huhu...’
    

    
      The wyverns were flying around like idiots, struck by the spears I hurled in quick succession, and forced to land.
    

    
      ‘The power of the newly made spears is really good.’
    

    
      The new model of Blessed Spear had a range that could expand to match the user’s mana quantity. It was effective even at a distance of over 3 kilometers.
    

    
      ‘These fools.’
    

    
      I flew Bebeto at a gentle pace, luring the prey behind me. Just looking at the way they were flying revealed how much of a mess their military discipline was. A simple provocation was enough to whip them into a frenzy, and as a result, dozens of wyverns were headlessly chasing me.
    

    
      Swoooooooosh. 
    

    
      Bebeto took after his owner and knew how to savor the tension. The sturdy muscles running over his wings were nice and relaxed as they rode the wind, despite the fact there were at least 30 enemies trailing behind him like a long tail.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 101: The Granted Prey
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “I-I have to inform him quickly.”
    

    
      One of Duke Hanskane’s secret confidants, the court mage Viscount Tolstein, had spent a few days in the secret magic tower for a magic experiment. When he came out, the world was different. 
    

    
      The Royal Family and Royal Knights that were merely cripples because of the pressure from every noble faction, including Duke Hanskane’s, had changed. Their blades gleaming wickedly, they invaded the households of the nobles that had insulted and scorned the Royal Family all this time and captured the women as well as the children.
    

    
      There was no such thing as noble privilege. Anyone who resisted was labeled a traitor and executed on the spot.
    

    
      With a trembling hand, Tolstein stood with a lumikar reserved for emergency use. There was no knowing when the Royal Knights would come charging in, so he looked uneasily at the room door that was sturdily locked with magic before releasing the lumikar out the open window.
    

    
      ‘I can’t even use Fly...’
    

    
      The Royal Palace was locked down. There were soldiers armed with bows and various weapons glaring frostily from the ancient castle walls.
    

    
      Thud thud! 
    

    
      “Receive the Royal Decree, traitor Court Mage Tolstein!”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      While he was contemplating how to make his escape, someone thudded on the locked door to the magic tower as if to bash it.
    

    
      “Break it down!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The Royal Knight outside impertinently ordered his subordinates to break down Tolstein’s door, even though Tolstein was fairly important among the court mages.
    

    
      Crash! 
    

    
      A mana-charged axe crashed down onto the Lock-enspelled door, splintering it.
    

    
      Crash! Craaaash! 
    

    
      The axe came down again and again. Piercing through the door, the axe’s bloodthirsty, blue gleam of mana sent waves of terror through Tolstein’s body as his knees buckled on the spot with a moan.
    

    
      He might be a 5th Circle mage, but he was well aware that there was no escaping the current crisis. The moment he cast Fly, the ballistas and arrows from archers would turn him into a pincushion.
    

    
      CRAAAASH! 
    

    
      The sturdy door was loudly destroyed, and ten Royal Knights walked in with blue mana swords.
    

    
      Their razor-sharp, imposing aura made Viscount Tolstein pee himself in abject terror.
    

    
      “Arrest him!” ordered a Royal Knight coldly.
    

    
      Steel rang out as the knights stepped forward.
    

    
      Everything was settled in mere moments.
    

    
      With most of their lords off on the punitive expedition, the remaining leftovers scattered around the Havis Kingdom bowed their heads before the Royal Decree.
    

    
      With a shocking speed, thousands of nobles and their family members who had sullied the Royal Family’s name were dragged to the castle’s prison or stripped of their titles and turned into slaves. 
    

    
      It was an extreme, decisive purging that no one had expected.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Fwiiiip! 
    

    
      ‘That’s right, keep firing!’
    

    
      I was out of their range, but the impatient Skyknights hurled Blessed Spears all the same. Filled with mana, the spears glowed with a fearsome blue aura, but they were completely unthreatening and fell to the ground far away from me and Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘Shall we start the thrashing?’
    

    
      From what I could tell, besides the 30 wyverns giving chase, there were no others. They were dead set on catching us, so the idiots had come a long distance within no time.
    

    
      ‘Just in time.’
    

    
      Five wyverns appeared in the air, waiting just like I had commanded them to. They were the beastmen who had butchered dozens of demon beasts during the recent monster subjugation. Even though there were five of them and just one of me, I was still shocked by the number of demon beasts they managed to slay. Their nonchalant words that hunting was the easiest thing to do in the world made me shut up and acknowledge them as master hunters.
    

    
      “Bebeto, ascend!”
    

    
      I raised the reins slightly, guiding his head towards the sun.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap flap! 
    

    
      The incredible strength of Bebeto’s muscles were relayed to me via the powerful beats of his wings. He surged into the air with a speed that made me think we could even reach the sun at this rate, this was a specialty of Bebeto’s that no other wyvern could imitate. In mere moments, the wyverns chasing Bebeto were left far in the dust.
    

    
      ‘What a shame.’
    

    
      If they were from any other kingdom, I could have added to the territory’s wealth by hunting them all down, but I couldn’t just swallow the pitiful Havis Kingdom’s wyverns as I pleased.
    

    
      Rosiathe’s face as she tearfully begged me to help her came to mind.
    

    
      Wooooooosh. 
    

    
      After shaking off the enemy wyverns and rising, Bebeto slowly whirled in the air, turning his nose downwards.
    

    
      '.....!!'
    

    
      As expected, it was Bebeto’s special vertical rollercoaster. My heart thumped and raced in anticipation of the coming excitement.
    

    
      In my right hand was a Blessed Spear, and in my left were the reins.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The moment Bebeto’s enormous frame reached the turning point and was perfectly leveled out, I felt a moment of weightlessness, like my body was floating in the air.
    

    
      But that moment quickly ended. My body felt like it was falling…before an electrifying sensation rippled throughout my body.
    

    
      Swooooooooooooooooooooooooooosh. 
    

    
      Folding in his wings, Bebeto began plunging towards the earth like a reinforced bomber plane.
    

    
      The cloak around my neck whipped wildly behind me as if trying to fly away.
    

    
      ‘OOHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!’
    

    
      Bebeto’s flight stunt gave me a rush of excitement that no theme park attraction in the 21st century could come close to. Powerful pressure struck my body, making me feel like I would have already disintegrated if not for my airplate and helmet.
    

    
      ‘Have a taste of this!’
    

    
      This was the new wyvern-and-Skyknight hunting technique I had invented after a lot of deliberation on how to hunt wyverns that came as a group. To be specific, it was important that the wyverns were kept alive, so the problem was defeating the Skyknights while making sure the wyverns were not injured.
    

    
      And this is what I came up with.
    

    
      “Light Missile!”
    

    
      Light Missile, a spell without any physical offensive force, sparkled from the decent amount of mana I put in, glowing pure white as it passed by the enemy wyverns in no time.
    

    
      ‘One, two, three, four, five! NOW!’
    

    
      After finding me suddenly right above their heads, the Skyknights flailed in surprise. Bebeto and I were plunging far too quickly for them to fire their spears.
    

    
      “Air Bomb!!!!!!”
    

    
      Throwing a spear as a decoy, I cast a spell right afterwards.
    

    
      Flash! The spear flew at an incredible speed towards the wyvern at the front, followed by a glowing ball of magic.
    

    
      BOOOOOOOOOOM! 
    

    
      And then, it exploded.
    

    
      The 4th Circle modification magic, Air Bomb, didn’t have much offensive force to speak of, but it was the perfect spell for surprising your opponent or frightening off monsters.
    

    
      The mana and air were compressed and then exploded with a massive boom that shook the skies.
    

    
      Kwaaaaaaaaaaaaaak! 
    

    
      Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaak! 
    

    
      The sudden magic explosion had blasted away the wyverns’ hearing. Even the Skyknights were no different—they were trembling atop their wyverns, clutching their helmets with both hands. I could imagine their agony just by looking at them.
    

    
      “Wind Arrow!”
    

    
      “Wind Arrow!” 
    

    
      Then came the Wind Arrows, a precise, offensive spell.
    

    
      The Skyknights were definitely suffering from burst eardrums due to the explosion, and there were no spears in their hands. Most of them had fallen to the ground as soon as the Skyknights reached up to block their ears.
    

    
      At that moment, the beastmen flew quickly to hem the wobbling wyverns and skillfully cast Wind Arrows that shed not a single inkling of bloodthirst. Thick Wind Arrows the size of orc legs filled with 5th Circle mana dispatched one Skyknight after another, overwhelming the defenses of the airplates and causing them to faint on the spot. 
    

    
      ‘You guys sure are handy.’
    

    
      The beastmen settled things cleanly and with brutal frankness, like sushi masters filleting a fish. They put all the Skyknights on their wavering wyverns to sleep.
    

    
      “Wind Press!”
    

    
      Then, a Wind Press was very kindly cast on the wyverns that were roaming around, having lost all semblance of a formation.
    

    
      Kwaaaaak! 
    

    
      Kyaaaaaaaak! 
    

    
      Struck first by the sound attack and now by a Wind Press, the wyverns all screeched as they flailed in the air like birds drowning in water.
    

    
      Thuuuud! Thud! Thud! 
    

    
      The Wind Press from me and the beastmen grounded the wyverns one after the other.
    

    
      ‘It would have been harder if there were more of them.’
    

    
      The Skyknights hadn’t been able to counteract this unprecedented attack method. Without a wyvern that could fly as well as Bebeto and a mage who could cast magic in an unstable position like I could, you couldn’t successfully pull off an attack like this.
    

    
      The knights and hundreds of soldiers on standby appeared and took custody of the wyverns and Skyknights that had landed. Like I instructed, they poured healing holy water over the wyverns and made them drink a powerful sedative. Of course, the Skyknights were also dragged off and cuffed with mana bracelets.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, ka-ching.’
    

    
      There was no such thing as free. I was doing this because of Rosiathe’s request, but I needed to earn at least the “minimum'' amount to make it worth my while. 
    

    
      “My lord! More enemies are coming!”
    

    
      Cedrian’s voice came from the magic communicator installed in my helmet.
    

    
      ‘Let’s make the most out of today.’
    

    
      The weather was getting colder and colder. If snow began to fall, my soldiers might catch colds, so it was time to finish things.
    

    
      ‘200 wyverns! Just know that you’re all done for!’
    

    
      I led Bebeto towards the skies above Gadain Castle.
    

    
      Ahead of us lay the match that would determine the fate of Nerman and the Havis Kingdom.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Mm...”
    

    
      After rushing the soldiers, they arrived at the plains in front of Gadain Castle. Duke Hanskane unconsciously let out a groan after seeing the substantial castle-like-fort made of sturdy, grey stone. An inexplicable foreboding was surging from the depths of his heart, a feeling that began to bud since seeing that bastard yesterday night.
    

    
      “Your Excellency, the Skyknights have not returned,” said the adjutant who was Hanskane’s shadow with a dark voice, looking at Gadain Castle.
    

    
      Of the 30 or so Skyknights who had chased Nerman’s Lord, Kyre, not a single person had returned.
    

    
      “They might have chased him far, so do not be shaken.”
    

    
      ‘They can’t all be...’
    

    
      Hanskane told his adjutant not to be shaken, but he felt a shiver of fear.
    

    
      ‘It doesn’t matter. The fall of Gadain Castle will spell the end of Nerman.’
    

    
      The purported 40+ Nerman Skyknights hadn’t yet appeared, but he wasn’t scared of them. In addition, the paladin Skyknights had joined the army, so there was no way they would lose in military force.
    

    
      “How would you like to proceed?”
    

    
      “Have the soldiers had their break?”
    

    
      “They have had a simple meal, so there should be no problem beginning the battle now.”
    

    
      Even without the adjutant’s words, Hanskane was well aware of the condition of the army. The soldiers had marched at rapid speed, but after a meal and a short rest, they looked to be full of vigor.
    

    
      “The composition of the enemy soldiers is the same as before?”
    

    
      “There are archers and just a few infantrymen atop the castle walls. If you give the order to attack, sir, we will be able to seize the castle before sundown.”
    

    
      The Duke nodded at his confident adjutant’s words. He didn’t know what the bastards were up to, but the number of soldiers defending Gadain Castle was far too little. The enemy had definitely divided their forces because it was possible to make a detour around Gadain Castle and attack Denfors directly. Moreover, the elite soldiers in Nerman’s northern area couldn’t leave their posts—Hanskane had heard that monsters and hungry Temir wolves were greedily looking for a chance to strike.
    

    
      “But there is something strange.”
    

    
      “Something strange?”
    

    
      “More war horses than expected have been seen in the castle’s stable and in the nearby vicinity.” 
    

    
      “You should call that something to be grateful for rather than strange.”
    

    
      The nobles and knights affiliated with his territory were a hundred times more reliable than the other dumb nobles. They were standing on standby around the Duke.
    

    
      ‘There’s no reason to delay any longer. We shall begin the attack at once.’
    

    
      The sun was already past its highest point and slowly creeping westward. They had to avoid fighting a night battle where friend or foe became indistinguishable.
    

    
      “Relay the order to attack. Leave only 50 wyverns to defend the skies; the rest will attack the castle. At the same time, besides the cavalry, all soldiers will lay siege to the castle as soon as the wyverns strike. This order goes into effect immediately. Men, follow me and take off!”
    

    
      “YES, SIR!”
    

    
      The order to attack they had all been waiting for finally came from the Duke’s mouth. The knights on standby shouted an energetic salute.
    

    
      The horn to attack rang long and loud over the plains. The army had held a rough strategy meeting regarding the attack on the way here, so the nobles and Skyknights with wyverns swiftly went aloft.
    

    
      The soldiers who had enjoyed a meal and a short rest hastened to pick up their weapons. Everyone knew that because of the supply train ambush, if they didn’t seize the castle in front of them today, they would starve tonight.
    

    
      “Forward, march!”
    

    
      “Shield squads move to the front!”
    

    
      “Soldiers of the Kerlow Territory should move to the left!”
    

    
      No matter how much of a ragtag army this was, after receiving Hanskane’s order, the men of Havis fell into an attack position in perfect order under the command of the knights.
    

    
      Their hurried steps created a cloud of red dust from the dry earth on the cusp of winter.
    

    
      No one could imagine what kind of party was prepared for them in Gadain Castle.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “We’ll go around.”
    

    
      After the Havis punitive army began moving towards Gadain Castle, Daterian, the leader of the paladins, gave an order to the men waiting for his command.
    

    
      Their goal was to secure Priestess Aramis without fail. Because of that, they were located behind the Havis soldiers, maintaining a distance where they couldn’t be seen from Gadain Castle.
    

    
      ‘Somehow, I have a bad feeling about this war.’
    

    
      Priest Daterian suddenly remembered the ominous dream he’d had last night, a gruesome nightmare where a spear shining blue with mana had pierced through his chest. It was only a dream, but he still could not forget his vivid fear long after opening his eyes.
    

    
      “Hiya!”
    

    
      All the paladins were mounted. Daterian whipped his horse forward, taking the lead.
    

    
      Thud thud thud thud thud. 
    

    
      The other paladins followed him like lionesses running behind the male lion.
    

    
      Kiooooooooooooooo! 
    

    
      Low above their heads flew 10 wyverns from the church in defensive formation.
    

    
      Their destination was not Gadain Castle, where a battle was breaking out, but Denfors, the city on the other side of the hills...
      

    

    
      “It’s quite impressive.”
    

    
      Standing next to me in the watchtower, Cedrian exclaimed as he watched the countless enemies marching towards the castle walls. He might have been a successful mercenary in the past, but even he would have had a hard time sightseeing a battle of this scale. Moreover, a great number of wyverns were swiftly going into the air, blotting out the sky like a massive flock of birds migrating for the winter.
    

    
      ‘Come. I’m hungry.’
    

    
      I could not be soft about the battle ahead. Showing a pathetic sense of mercy would only result in my knights and soldiers getting hurt.
    

    
      The knights hiding in the castle quietly assumed positions suitable for attack in the watchtowers and on the castle walls. The enemy was not yet aware of these men, who were taking up positions next to the regular soldiers. They numbered an exact 1,000.
    

    
      In their hands were spears of death that would guide the enemy wyverns to the gates of hell.
    

    
      Ping! 
    

    
      The sound of string being drawn taut came from the watchtower next to us. The ballistas made by the dwarves to counter wyverns were fitted with bolts coupled with mithril arrowheads.
    

    
      “My liege, I believe it is time to go aloft. The enemy wyverns are preparing to bombard the castle.”
    

    
      The sky was steadily filling with dark clouds. I could see a group of wyverns in a defensive formation and wyverns lifting into the air with large logs and boulders in their claws. A cloud of grey wyverns flew into the sky like a murder of crows.
    

    
      My heart thumped wildly. I was trying to be strong, but in this match, the fates of myself, Nerman, and the Havis Kingdom were hinging on this battle. 
    

    
      Like in any battle where lives were on the line, at the end, the victor would be smiling, and the loser would be as still as death itself. A cold, dead corpse could speak no more, after all.
    

    
      “I wish you success in battle.”
    

    
      “We will present victory to you, my liege!”
    

    
      “SAAAALUTE!”
    

    
      Several knights followed Cedrian’s confident words with a vigorous salute.
    

    
      A long whistle rang out.
    

    
      Guoooooooooooo! 
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Bebeto let out a long roar from the hangar inside the castle and flew towards me.
    

    
      I jumped from the watchtower, then felt Bebeto’s saddle under my feet. Clicking the safety ring into place, we flew into the sky.
    

    
      It was time to get this perfectly prepared party started.
    

    
      Wooooooooosh. 
    

    
      The frosty winter wind blew over the land, which was teeming with bloodthirst and tension.
    

    
      Thud! Thud! Thud! 
    

    
      The enemy infantry was swarming towards the castle like hungry ants, their shields in front of them.
    

    
      Kwaaaaaaaa! 
    

    
      Kiuuuuuuuuuuu! 
    

    
      And the air was filled with the cries of wyverns anticipating a battle.
    

    
      “Huhu...”
    

    
      Cold laughter flowed from my lips and out the helmet.
    

    
      My thumping heart warmed with the excitement of battle.
    

    
      Because the blood flowing through my body right now was the crimson blood of a wild beast...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘What are you up to?!’
    

    
      Riding his beloved wyvern, Duke Hanskane went high into the air, where he could see Nerman’s expansive plains and all of Gadain Castle in one glance.
    

    
      The only wyvern that appeared above the castle was the hybrid wyvern of Nerman’s Lord, Kyre, and it was even flying high and away from the battle, as if fleeing.
    

    
      ‘Just what is this foreboding feeling...’
    

    
      Since his birth, he had overcome three incidents where he almost met death. The first was during the veiled fight for succession among his brothers before becoming a duke, the second was after he became a duke and suffered a cowardly attack from hired assassins, and the third and final time was when he consumed an unknown poison in his food several years ago.
    

    
      Even after overcoming those critical moments, he had never felt a sense of foreboding this potent before.
    

    
      It was obvious that they had overwhelming force. The lines of infantry advancing upon the castle were not just awe-inspiring, but outright beautiful. They had so many wyverns flying into the air that one would not even fear a battle with an empire.
    

    
      But he felt uneasy.
    

    
      The 30 wyverns and Skyknights who chased Kyre did not return, but Kyre and his hybrid wyvern appeared unscathed. The thousands of soldiers atop the walls of Gadain Castle could never be a match, but Hanskane’s uneasiness refused to abate.
    

    
      ‘No. There’s no way we will lose.’
    

    
      With their overwhelming advantage in numbers, even an 8th Circle archmage would be unable to stop them. 
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Carrying the boulders and logs they’d prepared, the ground-bombardment wyverns steadily approached Gadain Castle. Duke Hanskane flew at the very back, guarded by 30 wyverns under his banner. It would not take much. A single bombing would crush the morale of the soldiers guarding the castle and the battle would be finished.
    

    
      Swoooooosh. 
    

    
      And then, the wyverns reached the skies above the castle and began to descend. If they bombarded from a high altitude, the wind could make them miss their targets, so they had to go down to 200-300 meters above the castle.
    

    
      Over a hundred wyverns were folding their wings, about to bombard the castle.
    

    
      It was truly a rare sight.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, this is only natural. How could they think to fight off wyverns with such a shoddy—Ah!’
    

    
      He did see a few ballistas drawn with arrows, but Hanskane knew they could not possibly pose a threat. Far from piercing wyvern armor, arrows couldn’t even penetrate the hide, and without tracking guidance, wyverns wouldn’t just stand around idly and let themselves get hit.
    

    
      But just then, the Duke was alarmed by the sight of hundreds of mana lights suddenly blooming to life.
    

    
      Spearthrowers had appeared among the archers atop the walls. The spears in their hands were glowing with an all-too-familiar mana light.
    

    
      ‘B-Blessed Spears!!!’
    

    
      It wasn’t just one or two. There appeared to be at least a thousand Blessed Spears, an enormous number that could heavily injure at least 50 wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Oh! My goodness...’
    

    
      Hanskane suddenly recalled something—not long ago, the Herz Mercenaries who joined Nerman were all Grade 1 mercenaries who could use mana.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip!
      
    

    
      “NOOOOOO!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      A guttural scream blasted from Hanskane’s helmet.
    

    
      At the same time, hundreds of Blessed Spears gleamed mercilessly as they flew into the sky like a rain of lightning bolts, hurtling towards the 100 wyverns plunging towards the castle in a bombardment.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      BAM BAM BAM BAM. 
    

    
      KYAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      KUAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      KAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      It happened in an instant.
    

    
      1,000 Blessed Spears flew towards the wyverns descending with heavy boulders and logs. The Blessed Spears I had robbed from the enemy Skyknights I had faced so far became spears of hell in the hands of 1,000 elite knights.
    

    
      The result was evident.
    

    
      No matter how wide the sky was, there was absolutely no way the girthy wyverns could escape the tightly stitched net of death. Of course, there were some Skyknights who sensed the danger and activated the Shield on their wyvern armor, but that wouldn’t protect the wings. Also, from this range, the Blessed Spears could easily punch through wyvern armor.
    

    
      THUUUD! THUD! THUD! 
    

    
      ‘It’s over!!!’
    

    
      The wyverns dropped from the sky, defeated by an incredible attack method no one had expected. All of them were hit by Blessed Spears and crashed to the ground. 
    

    
      Only 10 wyverns from the bombarding party had survived. Their wings were ripped, so the wyverns discarded their boulders and logs and fled with their tails tucked. It was obvious that both the Skyknights and the wyverns were shitting themselves with fear.
    

    
      ‘They’re coming now.’
    

    
      I could spot them now—the territory Skyknights I was proud of were appearing far in the distance, right on time.
    

    
      Ryker and Viscount Janice’s flight coming from Fort Ciaris, Sir Shailt’s flight from Orakk Castle, and the flight on standby in Denfors. Combined with the beastmen flying next to me, 47 wyverns altogether were closing the net around the Havis Kingdom trash who were in a state of disarray after seeing their countrymen’s instant defeat.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go!” I shouted to Bebeto, who was patiently biding his time.
    

    
      Guoooooooooooo! 
    

    
      Bebeto let out his characteristic roar, the rippling muscles of his wings moving in perfect harmony.
    

    
      Swooooooooooosh! 
    

    
      The wind whistled all around us.
    

    
      The prey granted to me was over there, the pitiful soul watching his worst nightmare unfold from the sky.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      '......'
    

    
      Slack-jawed and wide-eyed, Duke Hanskane watched the violent sight occuring before his eyes. The admirable flock of wyverns filling the sky just moments ago was nowhere to be seen, leaving only the 60-70 wyverns reserved for defense flying in a disorderly panic in the sky.
    

    
      Schwiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip. 
    

    
      Baaaaaam! 
    

    
      “Kyaaaaaaaaaak!”
    

    
      And that wasn’t all.
    

    
      The infantry had advanced until they were 1 kilometer away from Gadain Castle, but due to the enormous bolts that shot across the plains, they were skewered, 10 men at a time.
    

    
      Schwip! Baaaam! 
    

    
      “Uwaaaaaah!”
    

    
      “Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaak!”
    

    
      The volley did not end there. The outrageous arrows of the ballistas shot forward at regular intervals. The file of soldiers that had marched confidently towards the castle began to grow ragged.
    

    
      Thud thud thud thud thud thud thud! 
    

    
      And then, he saw it.
    

    
      The castle gate had opened, revealing thousands of horses that charged towards the Havis Kingdom army after forming ranks.
    

    
      “Haah...”
    

    
      He should be giving a command to block the charging cavalry, but what came out of his lips was a long sigh. Hanskane closed his eyes tightly, his head throbbing.
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      Kyaaaaaaak! 
    

    
      “F-FLY!” 
    

    
      But he could not even do that for long. A scream suddenly came from behind him. Duke Hanskane turned rapidly and stiffened on the spot. One of the Skyknights from his duchy had cast Fly in an emergency flight, his wyvern crashing from a Blessed Spear that had pierced it from the back.
    

    
      “W-Wyverns!”
    

    
      An unidentified group of wyverns had appeared behind them.
    

    
      Swoosh! 
    

    
      KYAAAK! 
    

    
      Not only that, but a spear flying from the side struck his wyvern armor and bounced off, sparks flying.
    

    
      ‘We’re surrounded!’
    

    
      To his shock, in mere moments, dozens of wyverns had appeared as if everything had been arranged beforehand. They were fewer than the Havis Kingdom wyverns, but they appeared in perfect flight formation, prepared to attack, inspiring utter fear. The Havis Kingdom Skyknights had already lost all semblance of a fighting spirit. They didn’t receive a command to retreat, but they began to desperately flee.
    

    
      ‘We, we’ve lost...’
    

    
      Duke Hanskane finally realized what that foreboding feeling was. He thought they were attacking Nerman all this time, but in actuality, they were merely wretched bugs caught in a spiderweb.
    

    
      Thud thud thud thud thud! 
    

    
      BAM! 
    

    
      “Kyaaaaaaaak!”
    

    
      “R-RETREAT!”
    

    
      “AAHHHH, SAVE ME!!”
    

    
      The situation on the ground was a mess as well. The men below had clearly seen the kingdom’s wyverns crashing down. Their wits were first cracked by the ballista bolts hurtling towards them from the castle, then completely shattered by the thousands of cavalry charging towards them, leaving the army in disarray. The soldiers of the nobles threw down their all-important weapons and scrambled back the way they had come, kicking up a cloud of red dust.
    

    
      “R-Retreat! Everyone, retreat to the kingdom!!”
    

    
      Duke Hanskane gave the command to retreat.
    

    
      Schwiiiiiip! Schwip schwip schwip! 
    

    
      KWAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      The collapsed ranks below were mirrored in the air. The sky was large, but the enemies were coming in on all sides, confusing the judgement of the Skyknights. When the Skyknights that had still been maintaining defense formation heard the order to retreat, they split up, swerving towards the gaps without enemies.
    

    
      ‘OH! GODS ABOVE!’
    

    
      Hanskane gave an entreaty to the gods for the first time in a while.
    

    
      Leading a few Skyknights who continued to fly around him for his protection, Duke Hanskane turned around.
    

    
      Only a few minutes, barely enough time to finish a meal, had passed, but he was deeply entrenched in the despair of irreversible defeat.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 102: Backstabbed
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘It’s a landslide victory!’
    

    
      The moment the wyverns were defeated by our hidden attack while they were in the middle of their bombardment, the battle was decided. Right now, the knights were hurling Blessed Spears at the fleeing enemies without reserve. If they had put up a proper fight without panicking, the victory would have only been achievable with considerable damage from our side. However, the mishmash of territory knights were unable to reinforce the coalition’s military discipline and instead flailed like short-legged dwarves in a shark-infested sea.
    

    
      Kwaaaaaaaak! 
    

    
      Kiaaaaaaaaaak! 
    

    
      Even now, the Havis Kingdom wyverns were crashing down before the Nerman knights who chased them in formation. Skyknights were using Fly to escape everywhere. They didn’t have anywhere to go, but their instincts to live were making one last-ditch effort.
    

    
      ‘We’ll chase them all the way to the border!’
    

    
      I had already given the order before setting off—fleeing enemies should be chased out of the territory. My Skyknights were loyally following that command, forming formations of twos and threes to harry the Havis Kingdom wyverns.
    

    
      “Put down your weapons! Anyone who resists will be killed!”
    

    
      The mana-charged shouts of my knights rang out over the chaotic battlefield. The unmounted infantry had given up on escape and were forming groups of up to a dozen men to turtle up. The knights of Nerman confidently recommended the soldiers to surrender, the swords in their hands burning with blue mana.
    

    
      Clang, clang clang clang. 
    

    
      And then, one after another, the Havis ground troops threw away their weapons and fell to their knees.
    

    
      “Collect the Blessed Spears!”
    

    
      “Search the surroundings thoroughly!”
    

    
      Archers and regular infantry poured out of Gadain Castle, collecting weapons and the Blessed Spears scattered all over. They were old-model spears, but they were still valuable weapons that couldn’t be wasted since we would need them for later wars. Their performance was lacking compared to the new model the dwarves made when coupled with the fact I had magically enhanced them, but you couldn’t use a dull knife to kill a chicken, after all.
    

    
      “Phew...”
    

    
      The border was already blocked off by the soldiers I had sent by carriage. A substantial number of enemy Skyknights had fled, however, it wasn’t my problem anymore, it was Rosiathe’s and the Royal Family’s. 
    

    
      I let out a long breath and circled around the battlefield.
    

    
      Peppered outside Gadain Castle were wyverns and Skyknights struck by spears.
    

    
      The battle was short, but at least a thousand corpses had built up from the ballista bolts or from getting trampled under hooves. Red blood flowed as the bodies lay still on the ground, the cold wind passing by.
    

    
      We had won a victory of unimaginable proportions, but a part of my heart could not help but feel heavy. 
    

    
      The survivors below were enemies who had invaded my territory, but now they were kneeling like dogs without fangs or claws, looking around wildly with fearful eyes.
    

    
      There were tens of thousands of them.
    

    
      Bebeto and the beastmen’s wyverns were circling above their heads, filling their wings with the winter wind called Kazofune...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “W-We won! And it is a landslide victory!!”
    

    
      “Haah...”
    

    
      Inside the Weyn Covert office of Lord Kyre, the ruler of Nerman, news of the victory was relayed through the communicator crystal ball. Aramis, who had been waiting anxiously in the office, breathed a sigh of relief as her expression instantly turned bright.
    

    
      She believed in Lord Kyre, but because there were so many wyverns and enemy troops that invaded the territory, she had been extremely stressed.
    

    
      “Thank you, O’ Holy Neran...”
    

    
      Drawing a cross, Aramis gave a prayer of thanks to her god. Since the start of the war, Aramis had been praying every day in the temple, and for the first time in a while, her face was beaming with joy.
    

    
      “What a relief that it ended quickly. It would have been difficult if they came all the way to Denfors.”
    

    
      Because the area between Gadain Castle and Denfors was safe from monsters, quite a large portion of the territory’s population was living there. If the Havis Kingdom army cut all the way to Denfors, everyone would have suffered. The weather was getting colder and colder, with snow on the way. It would have been a disaster if the residents were forced to leave their homes and wander homeless through the winter. Denfors was big, but it couldn’t house everyone.
    

    
      “There might be many injured people, so please send plenty of holy water.”
    

    
      “Understood. I will arrange it right away.”
    

    
      Because of her incredible holy power, Aramis made top-grade potions every day. Derval was well aware that when she said ‘injured people,’ she wasn’t just talking about Nerman soldiers, but also Havis Kingdom’s men.
    

    
      The two people were amicably discussing matters for after the battle when they suddenly heard long, drawn-out bellows from a horn.
    

    
      It wasn’t the bell used by the covert guard, but the horn used by the soldiers defending Denfors.
    

    
      “Enemies have appeared! Paladins are heading towards the city!”
    

    
      “Wyverns! The paladins’ wyverns have appeared!!!!!’
    

    
      The soldiers screamed outside, their voices reaching all the way to the covert from the castle walls.
    

    
      “P-Paladins?”
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      Derval unconsciously mumbled in surprise while Aramis’ face darkened as she let out a long groan.
    

    
      “All men, prepare for battle!! PREPARE FOR BATTLE!!”
    

    
      The horns bellowed again and again, and the alarm bell of the covert began to clamor as well.
    

    
      “I will go see what is going on. Please wait inside!”
    

    
      Derval knew that the paladins were linked to Aramis, so he asked her to stay in the office.
    

    
      “No... I will also go.”
    

    
      Even so, Aramis tried to go with him. An indescribable look of sadness was on her face.
    

    
      “My liege will be sad. Please stay here, where it’s safe.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Aramis shut her mouth tightly at the mention of Kyre.
    

    
      ‘This isn’t good, to think that my lord didn’t know that the paladins came all the way here...’
    

    
      The paladins had definitely headed to Denfors without going through Gadain Castle. They had heard that people from the Temple of Neran were participating, but no one had expected a sneak attack. Moreover, only old veterans and 3,000 soldiers relegated from Orakk Castle were left in Denfors right now. They didn’t have a single wyvern, and only the minimum number of knights were here, just a couple dozen.
    

    
      “Quickly inform our liege—tell him that paladins have reached Denfors! Knights, protect Priestess Aramis with your lives!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Leaving the office, Derval commanded the waiting knights. The crisis ahead had completely soured the exhilaration of victory.
    

    
      ‘I will protect her this time for sure!’
    

    
      Clenching his only hand into a fist, Derval silently resolved himself to give his life for Aramis’ safety.
      

    

    
      ‘They’re not here!’
    

    
      I was riding on Bebeto, instructing the clean-up of the battle and prisoners when I realized one ominous fact.
    

    
      They weren’t here.
    

    
      Paladins serving the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, were definitely participating with Havis, but they were nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      ‘I-It can’t be—!!’
    

    
      An alarming thought occurred to me. In Nerman, which was mostly plains, nothing had an altitude as high as a real mountain, but the plains in front of Gadain Castle had fairly high hills. I was struck by the realization that the path towards Denfors diverged in those hills.
    

    
      “My lord! Urgent report!’
    

    
      At that moment, the communicator in my ear buzzed. The product I had spent several nights perfecting in order to install it in my helmet answered my suspicions.
    

    
      “Speak! What’s going on!”
    

    
      “I received contact from Denfors just now. A thousand soldi-no, paladins, and 10 wyverns have appeared!”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      The feeling of getting stabbed in the back while your guard was down struck me full force.
    

    
      “W-What happened to Aramis! The walls have not fallen yet, right?!!” I shouted in alarm to the knight in charge of the communication channel.
    

    
      “They have not yet attacked. But when they do...”
    

    
      The knight could not bring himself to continue. He was well aware. With over a thousand paladins, the moment they attacked, the poorly defended castle walls and gate would be knocked down in an instant.
    

    
      ‘Ah...’
    

    
      I suppressed an exclamation of rage, clamping down hard on my lips.
    

    
      A slight moment of carelessness had invited an outrageous counterattack. 
    

    
      If Aramis fell into their hands, there would be no way to save her. And even if this battle was a victory, it would be meaningless.
    

    
      Aramis.
    

    
      She was a companion for life that Nerman, no, I, could not live without.
    

    
      ‘Hold on a little! Aramis! I’m coming!’
    

    
      Biting my lips, I whipped Bebeto’s reins around.
    

    
      The battlefield wasn’t completely settled yet, but my mind was full of Aramis and the imagery of her trembling on some stranger’s wyvern in the skies above Denfors. Trembling, while waiting for me...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “...Haah.”
    

    
      At the urgent report that paladins were heading towards the city, Derval hastened to Denfors’ main gate. He had rushed over as quickly as possible after getting the news, but the paladins were already setting up camp just 1 km away from the city.
    

    
      In clear view were 1,000 paladins wearing white cloaks emblazoned with the symbol of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, a golden cross within a circle.
    

    
      The soldiers keeping watch atop the castle walls were hushed.
    

    
      Paladins had skills far outstripping regular knights. Also, because of Aramis, the Goddess of Mercy was worshipped as an absolute god in Nerman. The soldiers believed that injuring a paladin’s body would sentence you to hell. They looked at Derval, the highest officer in command present, with uneasy eyes.
    

    
      The soldiers knew instinctively that there was nothing they could do with their paltry strength.
    

    
      Kiiiuuuuuuuuu! 
    

    
      Krrrrrrrrrraaaa! 
    

    
      Moreover, 10 wyverns were slowly circling above the paladins. Unlike other wyverns, their armor was engraved with the dazzling golden cross of Neran.
    

    
      It was a sight that rendered Denfors’ soldiers unable to even consider fighting.
    

    
      Clip clop, clip clop. 
    

    
      As the soldiers looked blankly at the nearby paladins, a single horse approached with a flag of Neran, galloping up to Denfors’ front gate in mere moments.
    

    
      “In the name of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, She who loves all creatures, may every human staying in Denfors heed my command~!!” shouted the paladin, his silver helmet and armor gleaming under his white cloak.
    

    
      At the command coming in the name of Neran, the devoted soldiers unconsciously lowered their heads. They knew they were in the middle of a war, but because they had lived worshipping the gods, the name of a god was nobler than any other.
    

    
      “The mercy of Neran is bestowed upon all until they breathe their last, but the Banner of Holy War has been raised to punish the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, the criminal who used his degenerate mortal body to kidnap a priestess, belittle God, and sully Her noble name with the wretchedness of sin! Therefore, pay heed that anyone who raises their sword for Count Kyre, the man who has committed the unforgivable crime of insulting Neran’s name, shall be sentenced to hell in the name of God! As such, the soldiers and people of Denfors should open the gates and repent for their sins and assist in the punishment of the sinner, Kyre!”
    

    
      The paladin's voice rang out with holy power and mana over the old and large castle walls of Denfors.
    

    
      And as soon as the paladin spoke, the soldiers flinched in alarm. When the man outside rudely called out their lord’s name, the same lord who spilled his sweat and blood doing his best for them, and branded their lord as a sinner who would go to hell, they immediately returned to their senses.
    

    
      Just who was their lord?
    

    
      Their lord was someone who saved them in their time of crisis, someone who appeared one day from the sky on his hybrid wyvern like a blessing from the Great God.
    

    
      The soldiers could not comprehend the paladin’s accusation that their lord had kidnapped a priestess and slighted a God. As far as they knew, the “kidnapped” Priestess Aramis had never been harassed or tormented. Rather, everyone remembered how happy Aramis looked and the way her cheeks reddened with shyness whenever she was with Lord Kyre.
    

    
      The soldiers slowly raised the heads they had lowered.
    

    
      They had bowed their heads before the name of God, but now, their faces revealed a little anger.
    

    
      Gripping their weapons, the soldiers glared at the paladin. Their aura had changed, and they even exuded bloodthirst towards him, as if facing a mortal enemy.
    

    
      “D-Do you intend to oppose the command of God?!”
    

    
      He was close enough to see the expressions of all the soldiers on the castle walls, so when he saw their faces change, he shouted in a fit of shock. He had never received such treatment ever since being appointed as a paladin. The mere mention of the Goddess of Mercy’s name was enough to make everyone kneel in worship. But these soldiers dared to fearlessly direct bloodthirst towards a sacred sword of God, a paladin! 
    

    
      ‘My liege...’
    

    
      Derval saw his liege’s mighty image in the soldiers’ straightening backs and was overcome with emotion even in this time of danger. Where else in the continent would you find soldiers who would defy a holy war of a temple, which commanded absolute authority?
    

    
      “Come no closer! Do not slander our sinless Lord and take your rotten knight order and go!! Otherwise, you will be labeled a trespasser of the territory and put to death!!!”
    

    
      Bolstered by the sight of the soldiers, Derval shouted with all his strength, since he couldn’t use mana. His shout thundered over the castle walls and carried far into the distance.
    

    
      Piiiing! 
    

    
      And as if responding to his voice, the archers drew their bows back taut.
    

    
      “Y-YOUUUU!!!!” The paladin gnashed his teeth. “You will all receive the punishment of God!!!!!”
    

    
      With that last threatening cry, he whirled his horse around and returned to the knight order.
    

    
      ‘We need only hold on a little longer! Our liege will come!’
    

    
      1,000 paladins.
    

    
      If they charged after receiving a blessing from priests, they would be too strong to fight against even if they had twice or thrice the soldiers.
    

    
      Even so, Derval blazed with fighting spirit.
    

    
      “The Lord has won victory over the Havis invaders and will soon arrive! Soldiers! Raise your weapons! Think of spilling your blood in death for Nerman as an honor! The blood spilt today is the joy of our successors tomorrow!!!!!!”
    

    
      Resembling his liege more every day, Derval raised a longsword in his only hand.
    

    
      “WAAAAAAAAAAAAA! Let’s protect Nerman with our hands!”
    

    
      “For the Lord!!”
    

    
      “For Saintess Aramis!!!!!”
    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! 
    

    
      The soldiers cheered as they beat their spears and shields against the floor of the castle wall.
    

    
      They did not cower before a powerful order of paladins that overwhelmed them in both numbers and force.
    

    
      Everyone’s hearts were blazing, ready to protect that certain precious something inside their hearts.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 103: Our Liege Has Come!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Hahh...”
    

    
      Priest Daterian, the leader of the paladin order, made a sound of consternation.
    

    
      They successfully divided Lord Kyre’s forces and used the Havis Kingdom army as a decoy to cut all the way up to Denfors, never doubting for a moment that the guards of Denfors would kneel and open the doors before the sacred cross of Neran. In the history of what was called the church, there were hardly any people who disobeyed in the face of God’s name.
    

    
      But the impudent young lambs of Denfors were currently cheering, their will to fight blazing sky high. Daterian wasn’t the only one feeling flustered—the paladins had never seen such resistance, either. 
    

    
      It was called a ‘holy war’ when villains threatening the peace of the continent, like demons or black mages, were exterminated. And the punishment of Nerman’s Lord, Kyre, also had that kind of implication. A large-scale meeting of the church had ensued in order to punish the man who kidnapped a priestess and brutally murdered paladins. But the soldiers were deceived by the seeds that evil Kyre sowed, and thus dared to insult the church.
    

    
      “Everyone, prepare for battle.”
    

    
      Quickly shaking off his bewilderment, a firm order for battle came out of Daterian’s throat. Anyone who interfered with a holy war held in the name of God was a follower of the devil. Arming himself with the arrogant pride of a paladin rooted deep in his bones, Daterian steeled himself. He would offer to an altar the blood of those who disobeyed God.
    

    
      Excluding 200 paladins who would charge as soon as the gate was open, the rest of the paladins loudly dismounted from their horses. Only an idiot would be stupid enough to charge towards the castle walls on their horse.
    

    
      “O’ blessed Neran! Your loyal servants shall offer blood in your heavenly name! Every honor we earn today is our prayer to you, may you grant us the strength of courage with your almightyness!”
    

    
      Daterian gave an intense prayer to God. The knights kneeled and drew crosses.
    

    
      “Antedatian... Tomsabarshania...”
    

    
      The priests began to chant a blessing over the heads of the kneeling paladins.
    

    
      Flaaaaaaash! 
    

    
      Faint blue transparent holy energy drizzled onto the paladins’ bodies. It was a solemn scene that regular commoners would hardly ever have the chance to see. For the past 10 years, no temple had raised the banner of holy war.
    

    
      Kioooooooooooooooo! 
    

    
      The temple wyverns that had been raised from birth on holy water from the Temple of Neran rejoiced upon seeing the holy light of the blessing and let out long cries.
    

    
      “In the name of God!”
    

    
      After the completion of the blessing incantation, Priest Daterian took the lead.
    

    
      “In the name of God!!!!!!’
    

    
      Clang! 
    

    
      He unsheathed his sword, which was shimmering with holy blue energy.
    

    
      Cla-cla-cla-cla-clang! 
    

    
      A thousand paladins followed suit, filling the surroundings with a holy light that outshined the sun.
    

    
      “ATTAAAAACK!!!!!”
    

    
      A fierce roar emerged from within the wave of blue light.
    

    
      “Attack!!!!!”
    

    
      Their armor gleaming with the blue light of holy power, the paladins charged ahead on foot. 
    

    
      “FIRE!”
    

    
      Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip. 
    

    
      The men of Denfors had already resolved themselves. They fearlessly fired arrows at the paladins. Despite knowing that their arrows would be unable to pierce the armor and protective aura of the paladins, they continued to draw their bows taut.
    

    
      They were determined to prove their passionate loyalty towards Nerman and their lord, Kyre, with their deaths.
    

    
      It was a short time, but they had tasted the hope of the future. If their beloved parents, children, and friends could become happy with their sacrifice, that was enough. All of the soldiers knew that their deaths would absolutely not be in vain.
    

    
      ‘My liege... Can you see? The passionate love the people have for you...’
    

    
      Looking out from the watchtower, Derval’s eyes grew red. 
    

    
      From the actions of a single person, Nerman had transformed itself dramatically in less than a year.
    

    
      All of this was the achievement of just one person.
    

    
      Kyre de Nerman.
    

    
      It was all thanks to the incredible Lord of Nerman.
      

    

    
      Craaaaaash! 
    

    
      “Aaaaghhhh!”
    

    
      “B-Block them! Defend the walls at all costs!!!!!”
    

    
      The screams and shouts of the soldiers and knights echoed across the castle walls.
    

    
      Kioooooooooo! 
    

    
      Without a single wyvern to guard the skies above them, the guards atop the walls of Denfors were hunted by the plunging wyverns of the paladin Skyknights.
    

    
      Crunch! 
    

    
      “UAAAGHHHHHH!”
    

    
      The soldiers desperately firing their bows and clenching their weapons were knocked away like bowling pins by the steel-hard wyvern claws, falling off the castle wall to their deaths.
    

    
      Step, step. 
    

    
      “I-It is too dangerous.”
    

    
      Aramis quietly strode towards the source of the splashing blood and screams, the castle walls, without any hesitation. The knights guarding her drew their swords and tried to stop her. However, Aramis, who was biting her lips hard, never stopped walking forward.
    

    
      “Prepare for wyvern attack!”
    

    
      Ten mages followed the knights and Aramis. Looking warily into the sky, they prepared to cast magic.
    

    
      Having overcome incredible hardship from their beastmen instructors, their eyes were sparkling like hawks seeing prey. They were doing everything they could to protect Aramis and the knights. Because they, too, were mages of Nerman, men who would throw away their lives to defend the territory.
    

    
      CRAAAAASH! 
    

    
      “D-Defend the walls!! Hurl the stones! Pour the oil!!!!!”
    

    
      They were old, but the walls defending Denfors had been created using techniques from the Bajran Empire. In addition, Lord Kyre had personally strengthened the castle gate with a protective array. Booms resounded as the paladins struck out with their mana-charged blades, but the walls were holding.
    

    
      “Holy Burst!!!!!”
    

    
      “Greater Fire!”
    

    
      The castle gates were not the only things getting barraged. Sacred spells were being unleashed towards the sections of the walls that looked weak, as well. Most people thought that the majority of holy attribute spells were related to healing, opposing dark magic, and blessings, but there were also many offensive spells not inferior to regular spells.
    

    
      Carrying out a brutal slaughter in the name of the holy war, the priests fired spells at the walls under the protection of the paladins.
    

    
      Whooooosh! 
    

    
      CRAAAAAASH! 
    

    
      Drawing a long line of light in the air, fearsome holy magic crashed into the walls.
    

    
      
        Ruummmmble.
      
    

    
      “AAHHHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      Dozens of soldiers fell along with the crumbling wreckage.
    

    
      Splaaaaat. 
    

    
      Crushed under the debris of the walls, red blood and flesh went flying everywhere.
    

    
      “All paladins, retreat from the castle walls!”
    

    
      The paladins, who didn’t have siege equipment and had to attack the gates in close combat with their holy protective aura and armor alone, heard someone’s shout and quickly jumped back, the arrows raining down from the walls bouncing off them.
    

    
      KUOOOOOOOO! 
    

    
      At that moment, the wyverns preparing above flew towards the castle gates in tandem.
    

    
      Schwip! 
    

    
      Ten Blessed Spears whistled through the air, shooting towards the walls like blue lightning bolts filled with holy power.
    

    
      “D-DODGE!!!!!!!” screamed the knight in command on the walls.
    

    
      Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-bam. 
    

    
      Ten spears that lodged themselves deep into the castle gate, the sound of the impact quieter than expected. For a moment, it seemed that the protective array on the gate had properly blocked the spears filled with powerful holy power.
    

    
      Whiiiiiiiirrrrrrrrrrr! 
    

    
      Cruuuuuumble. 
    

    
      However, that hopeful thought died in an instant. Breaking through the protective magic array, the holy power from the spears and the array clashed, causing a vibration so strong that the walls next to the gate began to crumble.
    

    
      “D-Dange—”
    

    
      Derval, who had been watching everything unfold, began to mumble a single word.
    

    
      CRAAAAAAAAAAAASH! 
    

    
      Even before he could finish uttering it, an enormous explosion rocked the city.
    

    
      BOOOOOOM! 
    

    
      The clash of two powerful, opposing energies, the holy power in the spears and the mana of the protective array on the gate, created an explosion of unimaginable proportions.
    

    
      Crash! Craaaash! 
    

    
      Ruuuuuuumble. 
    

    
      The hundreds of soldiers positioned on the walls above the gate were flung away by the explosion, and dozens of meters of the nearby walls collapsed from the shock of the explosion. Spears from regular knights would not have been able to achieve such insane explosive power, but the power granted by what was called mana from the Gods, holy power, was beyond imagination.
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      The red dust was carried off by the winter wind, revealing a gruesome scene. The attacking paladins and defending soldiers all stopped moving, staring blankly in silence at the tragedy that had occurred.
    

    
      This was something no one had expected. A single action had robbed the lives of hundreds, leaving ruins where the castle gate had stood. The wreckage was scattered with the helmets, spears, and shields of lost men.
    

    
      Inside a sea of blood.
    

    
      “Surrender... Even now, if you toss down your weapons, you will be forgiven.”
    

    
      The leader of the paladins, Daterian, had quickly led the mounted paladins to the wall. He told the soldiers atop the wall to surrender, his eyes hard.
    

    
      But not a single person put down their weapon.
    

    
      Not a single person went wild with fear upon seeing the deaths of their comrades.
    

    
      Clink, clang. 
    

    
      They clenched their swords, spears, and shields, glaring at the slaughterers, radiating intense bloodthirst towards the paladins who had killed so many of their own.
    

    
      Step, step, step, step. 
    

    
      It wasn’t just them. Thousands, hundreds of thousands of people could be seen beyond the debris of the castle gate. Every man who could hold a weapon showed up with swords, pitchforks, and at the very least, clubs.
    

    
      The people bared the rage dwelling in their hearts from the many years of oppression they suffered from monsters and countless formidable enemies. They walked without pause towards the paladins, existences they would have worshipped like the heavens itself in normal circumstances.
    

    
      “O’ Neran... Forgive the rotten sinners who have been tainted by evil...”
    

    
      Looking at the people who were exuding bloodthirst along with the soldiers towards the paladins, Daterian drew a cross and called God. 
    

    
      The order of Cardinal Torphon rang out in his head. ‘Make everyone who disobeys the name of God cross the River Lute into the afterlife’—had been the order.
    

    
      And Daterian, a proud guardian of Neran, was not afraid.
    

    
      This was what a holy war was. A single city, thousands of lives... Those were nothing before God’s honor. In a previous holy war, hundreds of thousands of souls tainted by evil had been guided across the river to Hell.
    

    
      “All those who stand in our way are children of the Evil God, Kerma! Exterminate all the foul beasts interfering with the holy war! In the name of God!!!!!!!”
    

    
      Touched by madness, Daterian gave the command to murder everyone.
    

    
      “In the name of God!!!!!!”
    

    
      Under the inviolable, holy shield of ‘In the name of God,’ the paladins recovered from their daze.
    

    
      There was nothing left in their path of destruction.
    

    
      A knight order might be able to desperately defend the broken gate somehow, but the people standing before them were soldiers with aura-less weapons and furious citizens. They couldn’t see a single person who could block even a single blow from their holy blades.
    

    
      Clang! Clang! Clang! 
    

    
      The paladins quickly formed ranks and began to advance, just as they had been trained to do, holding swords gleaming with holy power bluer than mana.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      Derval murmured at the sight of the first tragedy he had ever seen in his life.
    

    
      He thought they could somehow endure to some extent, but a few spears caused an explosion of unprecedented proportions, destroying everything, as he could only watch, his mouth agape.
    

    
      Hundreds of soldiers had been concentrated over the gate. In the explosion, they perished without even being able to scream a cry of death.
    

    
      Derval clenched the hilt of the longsword in his one hand.
    

    
      The only thing he could do was to watch in sadness like this. His heart was thumping wildly as if to gallop out of his ribcage, but with a single groan, he suppressed all his rage.
    

    
      “Un...forgivable... bastards...”
    

    
      Derval, who was not particularly religious but also not particularly opposed to it, gritted out a curse. The paladins armed with shimmering blue holy power were walking towards the soldiers and citizens holding useless, dead lumps of metal. A brutal slaughter was about to occur under the grandiose slogan of ‘In the name of God.’ 
    

    
      Unable to bring himself to look, Derval looked up into the sky.
    

    
      “....!”
    

    
      And then, he saw it.
    

    
      Far, far, in the distance, a single black dot appeared from the dark blanket of clouds in the winter sky.
    

    
      “M-My liege!”
    

    
      It was impossible to see so far into the distance with normal eyes, but Derval had already recognized his liege through the eyes of his heart. The hot tears he’d been holding back went rolling down his cheeks. His liege was alone, but his appearance alone could dash away all of Derval’s fears.
    

    
      “You bastards... are all dead now!”
    

    
      Turning his head, he looked at the paladins, who had advanced through the walls. He did not doubt that the path they were walking was the road to Hell.
    

    
      “OUR LIEGE HAS COME!!!!! THE MASTER OF NERMAN, LORD KYRE, HAS COMEEEEEE!!!!!”
    

    
      Raising his sword high into the air, Derval screamed with all his might.
    

    
      All eyes instantly turned to him. That was the kind of weight the name of Lord Kyre, Master of Nerman, commanded.
    

    
      And then, everyone’s gazes followed Derval’s into the sky. There, past the ten wyverns of the temple flying above Denfors, they saw a small, black dot.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      A blue dot flashed in the sky, drawing everyone’s attention. Like a blue bolt of lightning striking the earth in the dead of night, a single bolt cut through the dark sky.
    

    
      BAM! 
    

    
      A muffled explosion rang out as the lightning struck a temple wyvern.
    

    
      KWAAAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      And then came the wyvern’s cry of agony, so loud the air itself seemed to vibrate. Careening in chaotic circles with one wing, it crashed into the ground.
    

    
      
        THUUUD!
      
    

    
      Crashing to the ground from a height that was easily hundreds of meters, besides the impact reverberating on the ground, the wyvern screamed no more.
    

    
      At the same time, unable to flee with Fly magic because he was caught by surprise, the paladin Skyknight lay akimbo over his dead wyvern.
    

    
      The spear that had punched through the wyvern’s right wing all the way into the body sparkled with blue mana, shining like a radiant jewel.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 104: First Snow
      
    

    
      

    

    
      << WARNING: This chapter contains gore. >>
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Argh!’
    

    
      Through the mana scope in my helmet, I could see it.
    

    
      The remains of Denfors’ castle gate, completely destroyed by a cowardly attack none of us had expected.
    

    
      
        (PR/N: Welcome to war bud.)
      
    

    
      The once-sturdy castle gate was in shambles, and even the walls surrounding it were destroyed beyond repair.
    

    
      And scattered around the wreckage were my soldiers.
    

    
      The dirty paladin bastards with their white cloaks walked past the corpses, approaching the soldiers and citizens.
    

    
      “You dare...”
    

    
      What I was feeling had gone beyond rage.
    

    
      Far from sharing God’s love, these fucking paladins who made a living from selling God’s name had become vicious agents of destruction.
    

    
      Schwiiip! 
    

    
      Launched by my right hand, another spear whistled forward.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOO! As if comprehending the situation unfolding before us, Bebeto roared out, informing the world of his existence.
    

    
      Flash flash flash flash. 
    

    
      Recovering from the shock of my ambush, the paladins hurled spears at me.
    

    
      In both of my hands were the new model of spears that I had produced. The spears, which had increasable range according to the user’s mana, glowed white-hot in my hands.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      Schwwwwwiiiiippp. 
    

    
      The spears left my hands and hurtled like a fierce pair of wolves towards the wyverns in the front, their speed nearly twice the enemy’s spears.
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      Grabbing another two spears, I simultaneously cast magic.
    

    
      Bang! Bang! Baaang! 
    

    
      The eight spears that flew towards us bounced off my mana shield.
    

    
      Craaaack! 
    

    
      The simple, sleek shield made of mana cracked under the barrage of spears. Even for a shield made with high-quality mana, it couldn’t endure the full force of eight spears unscathed.
    

    
      Schwiiip scwhiiiiiip! 
    

    
      Releasing the shield, I once again hurled the spears in my hands.
    

    
      Baaaam! 
    

    
      KWAAAAAK! 
    

    
      KIAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      KUWAAAAK! 
    

    
      The wyverns hit by the first three spears I had thrown screamed miserably, one after another. My spears had punched through their wyvern armor like paper and lodged themselves deep in wyvern flesh.
    

    
      There was only about a kilometer between us. At this distance, I could clearly see the Skyknights panicking from my brute-force charge.
    

    
      I reloaded again.
    

    
      Flash flaaaash! 
    

    
      I didn’t even need to aim. These spears were on a different level and wouldn’t miss their huge, bulky marks.
    

    
      Ba-baaam! 
    

    
      KYAAAAAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      KUAAAAAAK! 
    

    
      Two new voices joined the ranks of their fallen comrades.
    

    
      There were four wyverns left, and 500 meters between us.
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      Finally realizing that the wyverns they were riding were a one-way ticket to hell, the Skyknights began to scatter before the tide.
    

    
      “...Too late.”
    

    
      If they had bravely charged towards me, they might have had a chance, but no enemy could flee before the increased range and speed of my new spears. And I wasn’t one to miss an enemy showing their fleeing, vulnerable back.
    

    
      Schwiip! 
    

    
      BAM! 
    

    
      Schwip! BABAM! 
    

    
      The spears left my hands with mechanical movements.
    

    
      “F-Fly!”
    

    
      As if they had prepared to jump ship, the paladins unclasped themselves and cast Fly as their wyverns screamed under them.
    

    
      And in no time at all, only Bebeto was left flying in the air.
    

    
      “I will... kill you all.”
    

    
      I turned my head to the ground. 
    

    
      Everyone was watching the short, but brutal battle in the skies. I circled once with Bebeto above their dumbstruck heads.
    

    
      Click. 
    

    
      I unclasped the safety ring. I didn’t have a single spear left, but I did have a sword that would protect me. It wasn’t the sword I had used up until now, but a blade the Dwarven Patriarch Cassiars had personally forged for me. It began to breathe blue with the surging waves of my mana core.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      Bebeto was flying low to the ground, and I jumped off towards the paladins, blocking their retreat with my solitary body.
    

    
      They may have entered my land as they pleased, but they could not leave in the same manner. They would either die here or crawl out from under my feet.
    

    
      I couldn’t see anything else in front of my eyes.
    

    
      Just the spilled red blood of my poor people.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “...Mm.”
    

    
      He had heard the rumors, but seeing it for himself was another thing entirely. The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, was said to have fighting ability beyond imagination, but he didn’t know that the man would be this strong. And the price he paid for underestimating Kyre was the complete annihilation of all the temple’s wyverns. Daterian knew that Kyre’s spears had gone straight through the armor deep into the wyverns. And he could also feel that the bloodthirst from Kyre, who had fearlessly jumped down at their rear, was no joke.
    

    
      “Foolish.”
    

    
      Daterian acknowledged that he was strong, but recklessly jumping down from his wyvern was a crazy act. Even a Blade Master would inevitably reach their limits on the ground, where their wings were clipped. Moreover, the majority of the paladins were right next to Master-level, and Daterian himself was secretly a Master.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk. Everyone here is out of their minds.”
    

    
      From the lord called Kyre to the foolish territory residents who stood before them knowing they were inviting death, Nerman was rife with problems.
    

    
      “All those who wish to live, kneel...”  The wind carried Kyre’s cold words to his ears. “You... fucking... bastards...”
    

    
      What an arrogant man—he dared to curse paladins, men with the highest honor in the continent.
    

    
      The blankly watching paladins shook as they came back to their senses.
    

    
      
        Siiizzzle.
      
    

    
      And as if responding to their rage, their flames of holy power burned ever brighter, baring teeth towards the man crazy enough to order paladins who only knelt before God to kneel before him.
    

    
      “Behead him!” shouted Daterian.
    

    
      “Waaaaaaaaaa!”
    

    
      Full of desire to avenge their annihilated comrades, the Skyknight paladins and the temple wyverns charged towards Kyre.
    

    
      “Hahahahaha!”
    

    
      Kyre’s mad laughter rang in the air.
    

    
      Whiiiiiiir. 
    

    
      As he laughed, the mana in the air began to billow in turbulent waves.
    

    
      And so, it began.
    

    
      A 1,000 vs. 1 duel.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Divine Power!”
    

    
      “Holy Bomb!”
    

    
      
        Claaaaaaang! 
      
    

    
      The paladins surged forward like a rising tide. Supported by the blessing and magic of the priests, dozens of them charged towards a single person like an unstoppable wave.
    

    
      CRAAAAAASH! 
    

    
      BOOOOOOOOOM. 
    

    
      “KUAAGHHH!”
    

    
      “AAAHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      However, their charge was stopped short. No matter how strong the wave, it could only break in an instant against a cliff that had endured hundreds of thousands of years. The waves of men crashed against a cliff as strong as steel, white foam, no, red blood was fountaining everywhere.
    

    
      Crunch! Baam! 
    

    
      Because of the fully blessed paladins in front, nothing could be seen. However, the sound of armor being smashed and the macabre sounds of men being cleaved could be heard clearly amidst the chaos.
    

    
      “Chaaarge!”
    

    
      “Kill him!!”
    

    
      Despite seeing their comrades getting swept away with splattering blood, the paladins were completely berserk. Under the blessing of the priests, their souls were whipped into a frenzy by the metallic reek of blood, making them forget that they were paladins. And like moths to a flame, they charged head-first towards the huge bonfire blazing before them.
    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      Powerful, Master-level mana ran up his blade and cut through space.
    

    
      Splat! 
    

    
      He did not make a single mistake or show any openings. The paladin charging towards him was  decapitated, helmet and all, with a single blow.
    

    
      Not only that, but there were arms and legs scattered around him, some still twitching.
    

    
      A road to hell was drawn around the man with arcs of blood. He did not move a single step. The black eyes gleaming from his airplate helmet were like unwavering lumps of steel. He merely continued to aim for the openings the paladins showed, cutting, slicing, and piercing.
    

    
      Baaaaaaam! 
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      The grunts of the paladins, a sound that did not suit their honorable image, rang out again and again. And when the flesh and sliced armor of dozens of paladins were scattered around him, the man launched himself upwards.
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “C-Catch him!”
    

    
      Thinking he was running away, the paladins shouted angrily. But they were mistaken. Leaping 5 meters into the air, a devastating phrase left the man’s lips. 
    

    
      “Rock Blaster!”
    

    
      The paladins had forgotten.
    

    
      That the Lord of Nerman before them was an upper circle magic swordsman.
    

    
      Raising a sword blazing with magic, the man simply flung it down, where it quivered in the ground.
    

    
      
        Grrgg.
      
    

    
      For a moment, there was the sound of a leather ball being inflated. 
    

    
      Unable to follow the situation, a hundred paladins stood frozen around the man. And just as it occurred to them that Rock Blaster was a 6th Circle AOE earth spell...
    

    
      They suddenly had the feeling that the ground beneath their feet was moving. 
    

    
      BOOOOOOOOM! 
    

    
      And then, it was over.
    

    
      The ground under them turned into hundreds, thousands of shards, embracing the paladins like a cacophony of destruction.
    

    
      The range was a massive 50 meters. Even for a 6th Circle spell, the blast of magic was stronger than one could possibly believe.
    

    
      CRUUUUUUUUNCH. 
    

    
      BAAAAAAM. 
    

    
      Then came the symphony, a gruesome allegro of armor and helmets getting crushed by the rocks and the flesh inside exploding into pieces.
    

    
      Splaattttterrrr. 
    

    
      The bloody dust became a gale, dancing within the storm of magic.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The words to charge, to catch him, just didn’t seem to leave anyone's lips. Everyone went quiet, as if their lips were stunned into silence. The tragedy that had befallen in mere moments made every paladin stop short in their tracks, frozen in place.
    

    
      Roll roll. 
    

    
      And then, several helmets came rolling towards the stiff paladins, their owners lost for all eternity.
    

    
      Easily separated from the bodies within the storm of rocks, the round helmets had bounced away, the eyes on the decapitated heads staring lifelessly into nothingness.
    

    
      “Ahh... Ahh...”
    

    
      “D-Devil...”
    

    
      Looking white-eyed at the heads that rolled to their feet and the hundreds, nay, thousands of pieces of nameless flesh, the paladins called him… a devil.
    

    
      The dust slowly settled.
    

    
      The magic had run its course, leaving only the aftermath of the storm.
    

    
      “...!!”
    

    
      “Uuuaghhhhhh!”
    

    
      And then, upon seeing what was left of their comrades, the paladins gasped, turning away as they wailed.
    

    
      ‘Tragic’ was too tame a word.
    

    
      The word that best suited the situation right here and now… was ‘Hell’.
    

    
      After the rampage of the dirt that turned into sturdy stones, what was left could truly be called a realm in Hell.
    

    
      Not a single body was left whole. Cut and sliced, broken and smashed, armor and flesh lay between stones in a 50 meter radius like a bloody soup.
    

    
      “Blaargh! Blaaarghhh!”
    

    
      Though they were no strangers to murder, even the paladins could not help but vomit.
    

    
      Clotheslined atop stones and corpses were innards like intestines and hearts. The sight was so gory that the chopped arms and legs were less nauseating in comparison.
    

    
      “Kneel...”
    

    
      One man’s quiet mana-charged voice resounded in their ears.
    

    
      Standing at a safe place around 2 meters away from them, the Master of Nerman,Kyre, quietly ordered them to kneel, holding a blue sword that blazed brightly as if it were a devil’s torch.
      

    

    
      “Urghh...”
    

    
      Daterian confirmed without a doubt that his judgement was correct.
    

    
      He was not human.
    

    
      Daterian knew from experience that even an upper circle mage couldn’t cast such devastating magic.
    

    
      The paladins protected by powerful holy power and mithril-alloy enspelled armor were turned into mincemeat.
    

    
      Such utter destruction would only be possible if one of the top mages on the continent, a 7th Circle mage, had cast it.
    

    
      ‘The Havis Kingdom must have been defeated.’
    

    
      When he last saw the Havis army attacking, he thought they could not possibly suffer defeat, but seeing as Kyre had come here completely unscathed and full of rage, Daterian knew that Havis had been defeated.
    

    
      He was afraid now, afraid of this place.
    

    
      He was just about to slaughter all the people of Denfors, but now, he felt like he was the one on the defensive.
    

    
      The paladins edged away, slowly forming a defensive circle.
    

    
      Paladins were supposed to fear no one but god, but in the face of death, their hearts were frozen solid.
    

    
      The nightmare did not end there.
    

    
      Kiooooooooooo! 
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      From the dark, heavy clouds appeared five golden wyverns.
    

    
      
        Swoooooosh.
      
    

    
      They swept threateningly over the paladins in defensive formation. The Skyknights atop the wyverns were each holding spears glowing with mana.
    

    
      “This is your last warning. Kneel!” said the man named Kyre.
    

    
      “Dammit...”
    

    
      A bitter curse came from his mouth for the first time in a truly long while.
    

    
      His mouth dry, Daterian’s mind whirled to figure out the complicated situation. All the temple wyverns had been killed, and the remaining paladins were infected with fear. If they resisted desperately, they could at least kill the guards and citizens of Denfors. No matter how strong Kyre was, he could not block ten spears with one hand.
    

    
      ‘We can’t stop here! Aramis! Everything will be over if we can capture her.’
    

    
      According to the information, Lord Kyre valued Priestess Aramis so much that he had invaded the Havis Kingdom’s borders just for her. If they could take Aramis as a hostage, they could turn this disadvantageous situation around.
    

    
      “Huhu...”
    

    
      The bastard’s cold, unpleasant laughter grated on Daterian’s ears.
    

    
      ‘If we can take him down...’
    

    
      The wyverns and Skyknights in the air were a problem, but they could not retreat like this. In order to capture Aramis, they needed to punch through the net of people. But before they could do that, they had to take care of Kyre.
    

    
      ‘He might be a magic swordsman, but even he cannot consecutively cast upper circle magic; we have to fight.’
    

    
      Daterian didn’t know what Kyre’s mana core looked like, but he had used magic and fought the paladins, so he had probably consumed quite a lot of mana.
    

    
      “Pinte, Jeremy.”
    

    
      Moving his mouth slightly, he quietly called the two strongest paladins by his side. Then, he gestured to Kyre with his eyes. The other paladins had already lost their will to fight and could no longer use the descent spell.
    

    
      ‘Let’s do this, you bastard!’
    

    
      His pride as a knight still blazed deep in his heart. Daterian looked at the arrogant Kyre.
    

    
      Whumpf! 
    

    
      While the wyverns were turning around, Daterian dashed forward.
    

    
      Two paladins followed him closely like his shadows.
    

    
      Fwooooosh. 
    

    
      Full of holy power, their swords burned with blue flames.
    

    
      “HAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      Looking at the three paladins approaching him, Lord Kyre burst out with uproarious laughter.
    

    
      Whirl! 
    

    
      Kyre, who had been drawing a circle with his mana-charged sword, launched himself forward.
    

    
      Claaaaaang! 
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, the swords met, sparks flying everywhere from the clash between mana and holy power.
    

    
      And thus, the sword fight between four men began.
    

    
      Everyone swallowed their saliva, their bodies tense.
    

    
      They knew that the battle occurring before them would decide the final victor.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      CLAAAANG! 
    

    
      Three paladins jumped out of the crowd like fleas.
    

    
      They were supposed to be servants of the Goddess of Mercy, but these bad apples didn’t even know the meaning of mercy.
    

    
      They were just like the people I had often seen on Earth, the ones who sold Jesus and Buddha yet didn’t embody the love and mercy they preached. Such rotten souls were the hardest to face and cure.
    

    
      They came into my territory, destroyed the castle gate of Denfors, which could be called the heart of my territory, killed hundreds of my soldiers, and now…they wanted to kill my people.
    

    
      ‘Hng!’
    

    
      Three poisonous swords of death aimed for my neck, each one displaying a unique style, one like a viper, another a rattlesnake, and the last one a cobra.
    

    
      CLANG! 
    

    
      The mana shimmering on my sword splattered away like water on oil at the powerful impact.
    

    
      ‘They’re strong!’
    

    
      The only person among the paladins to have a cross of Neran engraved in real gold on his breastplate was a Master. The two snakes assisting him were skilled talents near Master level.
    

    
      Each and every strike was a bloodthirsty blow that could take my life. Increasing my guard, I received their swords.
    

    
      CLA-CLANG! 
    

    
      ‘They’re staying right on me.’
    

    
      They didn’t give me any time to turn or breathe. As if they were wary of the beastmen Skyknights circling above us, the three men stuck close to me. Striking from above and below and on both sides, the moment I showed the tiniest of openings, they came rushing in like wraiths. 
    

    
      It was clear that these men had devoted their lives to the sword, sleeping, eating, and then training some more. Their swordsmanship was at a level beyond anyone else I had met so far—they must be swordsmanship otakus who only got up to pray and to train. I could now understand why paladins were famous across the continent.
    

    
      However, that was all.
    

    
      I didn’t have the luxury to fool around with these guys. There were still remnants from the Havis Kingdom fleeing on my territory. From the very beginning, I didn’t have time to play with them.
    

    
      ‘Huup!’
    

    
      Taking in a deep breath, I drew out all the mana in my core.
    

    
      Whirr! 
    

    
      Drawing in all the mana in an instant, my sword grew comparable to a giant’s club, one that could grow and shrink at will.
    

    
      CLAANG! 
    

    
      I easily parried away one paladin’s sword.
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      That was the first scream.
    

    
      Clang! Clang! 
    

    
      Shortly afterwards, I incapacitated the fangs of the other two snakes with my intense mana.
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      “Urk!”
    

    
      Groaning, the paladins retreated several meters. Their faces were full of bewilderment. Their swords were still trembling from the impact of my unexpected blow.
    

    
      “All done playing your tricks?”
    

    
      My heart was growing colder and colder. With a sneer, I provoked the paladins who lived and died on honor and pride.
    

    
      “Argh...”
    

    
      “Youuuu...”
    

    
      Two of them had grown red-faced with rage. Unlike those two, the one that had reached Master level maintained his composure.
    

    
      “You are definitely someone who has sold their soul to a demon. No one in the history of this continent has had such skills at such a young age. Not without receiving a demon’s gift...”
    

    
      What a laughable bastard. Just because he was powerless and my strength exceeded his common sense, he flapped his mouth and accused me of selling my soul to a demon.
    

    
      “Be ashamed of your pitiful skills. You bring shame to the Goddess’ holy name.”
    

    
      “You who insult God, you are indeed an agent of demons!”
    

    
      They were arbitrarily deciding things with their biased-as-hell glasses. Never acknowledging their own ugly faults was really on brand for people with polluted beliefs.
    

    
      In my annoyance, I accidentally cussed them out in Korean. “Bull-fucking-shit.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Hearing my Korean, their faces instantly stiffened.
    

    
      “The language of the demon realm...! Oh! Neran!”
    

    
      Forget being at a loss for words, this was just ridiculous. If Korean was the language of demons, then were the 50 million people living in South Korea all demons?
    

    
      Whumpf! 
    

    
      There was no need to draw things out. Leaping forward, I took the first move.
    

    
      ‘Ghost Meteor!!’
    

    
      I unleashed my Sword Art, which had somehow become my ‘specialty.’
    

    
      Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip! 
    

    
      Eight blades materialized and peeled away from my sword, shooting forward.
    

    
      “H-Holy Shower!”
    

    
      Sensing the danger, the Master unleashed his secret move as well.
    

    
      Dozens of small, slivered blades were fired from his blade like pellets from a shotgun. It was a really unique Sword Art.
    

    
      Clang! Claaaaang! 
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      The two paladins that were Masters desperately parried my Blade Swords, but were struck in the stomach and shoulder by the Blade Swords that were redirected by their parries.
    

    
      Splaaaaat! 
    

    
      Blood fountained from their wounds.
    

    
      Cla-claaaaang! 
    

    
      The small Blade Swords from the Master paladin crashed into my Ghost Meteor, causing a firework of sparks.
    

    
      BAM! 
    

    
      But with the difference in mana quantity, my Ghost Meteor overwhelmed the paladin’s.
    

    
      “Gu...uh.”
    

    
      And then, the materialized mana shot forward, piercing through his armor directly into his heart. Every time the mana blades sparkled, more blood gushed out.
    

    
      Swish. 
    

    
      I raised my sword and walked towards him as he gasped for breath. Since I was not going to save him, the greatest courtesy I could offer as a fellow human was to end his suffering. I slowly raised my sword glowing with blue mana above his head. The man who was clearly the leader of the paladins had to die for this meaningless battle to end.
    

    
      “...Lala~♬♬”
    

    
      A very faint sound of someone singing was carried over in the wind.
    

    
      “Lailaaa~?♩”
    

    
      The melody was strange and couldn’t quite be called a song. With my sword still raised like a guillotine, I peered into the direction where the melody was coming from.
    

    
      I wasn’t the only one. Everyone’s gazes turned to a hill overlooking the battlefield.
    

    
      FLAAASH! 
    

    
      It was shining.
    

    
      The hill was shining with a silver light so glorious you could hardly gaze upon it with mortal eyes, like a lighthouse in the dark sea.
    

    
      ‘A-Aramis...’
    

    
      I could not see her through the dazzling light, but I could feel it. The woman singing this soul-piercing harmony with her angelic voice was Aramis.
    

    
      “Lai... Laa... Aruaa.....♬?”
    

    
      Aramis’ otherworldly voice swept over the battlefield awash with blood and bloodthirst. 
    

    
      “D-Descent of the Holy Spirit!”
    

    
      “OHHH! The Great Holy Spirit of Neran has descended!!!!!!!”
    

    
      The paladins drew crosses and fell to one knee, showing their maximum respect.
    

    
      ‘W-What is that?’
    

    
      A hole was pierced in the sky full of dark clouds, and radiant light shone down from the heavens, illuminating the hill where Aramis stood. Within that light, I saw dozens of radiant beings in a phenomena I had never experienced.
    

    
      They were all made of light. There were horses, birds, and unknown beasts leaping about joyfully within the light.
    

    
      I could hardly believe my sight. My heart, which had hardened itself to kill thousands, melted away like snow in the sunlight.
    

    
      “Aruhandadis... Lubere...”
    

    
      At least half of the paladins had closed their eyes and were uttering an unintelligible chant, praying in the face of this god-given miracle. There were corpses lined up everywhere around them, but they forgot everything and were lost in prayer. From their eyes dripped hot tears.
    

    
      Of course, there were paladins who could not do the same. Unable to pray despite seeing the Holy Spirit of their god descending before their eyes, about half of the paladins trembled in fear.
    

    
      As holy light illuminated Denfors, small, white cotton balls began to fall from the sky.
    

    
      “Haah...”
    

    
      It was Nerman’s first snow.
    

    
      The snowflakes gleamed in the holy light, like silver flowers, falling to the ground as if they were blessed.
    

    
      “Aiaaalaaa....♪?”
    

    
      The aria filled with longing towards God soothed the hearts and souls of everyone listening. The stench of greed and madness faded, leaving everyone to bow their heads and repent their sins  before the blessing of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran.
    

    
      ‘It’s finally over...’
    

    
      I could feel it.
    

    
      There was no longer a place for the rotten desires of humans in this place, which had been touched by the descent of a god’s Holy Spirit. 
    

    
      And so, the war that had unfolded on my territory, Nerman, came to a close.
    

    
      Before I knew it, thick snowflakes had piled up on my shoulders. Over the broken ramparts, over the destroyed and cooling bodies of humans, over all the destruction, snowflakes fell like a blanket of God’s impartial love.
    

    
      Whoooosh. 
    

    
      The cold winter wind lifted up the hem of my blood-soaked cloak.
    

    
      
        Thud.
      
    

    
      The paladin whose name I didn't even know collapsed with a smile, having seen Aramis call upon the descent of the Great Holy Spirit in his final dying moments. 
    

    
      I lightly closed my eyes.
    

    
      And unbeknownst to me, two lines of tears fell silently down my cheeks.
    

    
      The cold winter had begun.
    

    
      And now, it was finally time for my tired body—and soul—to take a short break.
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      “Yaaawn...”
    

    
      Slowly getting up, the clean white sheets beneath me rustled, as I rubbed my eyes and stretched like the lazy lord I was. I’d slept so long that the winter sunlight was already streaming into the window. With no pressing matters to handle, the territory knights had not woken their lord.
    

    
      ‘This is all one can ask for—as long as your back is warm and your belly is full, that’s enough.’
    

    
      Fifteen days had already passed since the start of Nerman’s winter. 
    

    
      The Havis Kingdom army and Neran paladins who had invaded the territory were thoroughly brought to their knees in the face of our power. Out of over 250 wyverns, only a few dozen managed to flee with their lives intact. Around 100 wyverns had perished, and we captured several tens of thousands of prisoners—most of the Havis army that fled via land became prisoners. They struggled to flee, but on the plains, the wood fires they were forced to light at night lit them up like beacons. After struggling in vain, they kneeled before our Skyknights and territory cavalry one after another.
    

    
      Of course, there were some determined bastards who managed to cross the border. But even if they returned to their country, what greeted them was the Havis Royal Army. From what I heard, most of the nobles who had continuously insulted the Royal Family were labeled traitors and either decapitated or turned into slaves. Everyone thought Rosiathe was just a weak woman, but she seized administrative control in an unprecedented fashion. The useless invasion of Nerman had weakened the kingdom’s overall power, but opportunity rose from disaster—the kingdom turned into a proper nation where the king, once again, had power and authority.
    

    
      “The aftermath was pretty tasty.”
    

    
      I couldn’t in good conscience swallow all the surviving wyverns. The Havis Kingdom didn’t have many left anyway, so if I did something like that, I would be more of a thief than someone who agreed to help. As such, I would be swallowing my tears and guiding the 100 or so surviving wyverns back to the kingdom, along with their wyvern armor and airplates, of course.
    

    
      “Huhu... But the wyvern bodies and miscellaneous military goods were all mine to take.”
    

    
      Naturally, I didn’t do everything for free. Even after death, wyverns fetched quite the price, and the dead wyverns along with their broken armor and airplates became Nerman property. On top of that, we acquired enough war horses and weapons that we would have plenty of military goods for 10 years.
    

    
      “Haah... But it bothers me that those crazy knights stayed behind.”
    

    
      It wasn’t all good. The paladins had completely lost their shit after seeing Aramis’ descent of the Great Holy Spirit. I offered to send them off on good terms, but they wept while saying they would stay in Nerman, where the Saintess lived.
    

    
      That much was fine. It was better to use the paladins to protect Aramis than my knights, who had lots of other things to do. However, the problem was their numbers. Out of the 900 paladins who survived, a whopping 300 of them decided to stay in Nerman. Because of that, the covert was filled to the brim with the paladins and their white cloaks overnight.
    

    
      I could still endure that much. If need be, they could become a reserve force of the territory, so I could accept them. But the problem lay elsewhere.
    

    
      “WHY! Why do I have to get restrained by those paladins every single time I meet Aramis?!?!?”
    

    
      I was the king around these parts, but every time I went into a temple that stood on MY territory, I was always restrained by the fucking paladins, and I couldn’t even speak comfortably with Aramis like the good old days. If I dared to utter a few casual words, they would probably lose it and request a duel with me. They weren’t pies landing in my lap, but pain-in-the-asses. It was nice knowing that Aramis would be extremely safe even when I wasn’t around, but one of the few pleasures in my life had disappeared.
    

    
      “Hnngg!!”
    

    
      Stretching wide, I slipped off the bed. Up until yesterday, I had run around like crazy taking care of the aftermath of the war, but from today onwards, there wasn’t much to do. Derval and his administration buddies were picking out low-level civil servants on their own and steadily forming the administrative system, and my knights were sweating with the soldiers in constant training. The territory was rolling along nicely even without me dictating everything. It warmed my heart just thinking about it.
    

    
      
        Grumble.
      
    

    
      Thanks to sleeping in, I hadn’t eaten breakfast yet. As a young man with a hearty appetite, my belly was grumbling.
    

    
      “Just wait a bit, I’ll fill you right up,” I coaxed, stroking my complaining little stomach. We had harvested a great deal more crops than expected, enabling us to become self-sufficient. Or rather, we weren’t just breaking even—we could certainly even export some crops.
    

    
      “Clear!”
    

    
      After tidying my hair a bit with my hands, I cast Clear over my body.
    

    
      Whoosh. 
    

    
      Clear, one of the 2nd Circle status spells, washed over my body, leaving a refreshing feeling.
    

    
      
        Click click.
      
    

    
      Then, I put on the airplate that was hung up in the corner of my room. The airplate had a temperature control function that served as a hotpack in the winter and a personal air conditioner in the summer. It had become such an ingrained part of my life that a part of me felt empty without it.
    

    
      “Let’s start off the day right today as well, shall we?”
    

    
      After putting on my armor, I moved to the door, planning on visiting the cafeteria to eat a feast prepared just for me before calling Derval and handling some important things. Then, I would get on Bebeto and fly around the territory once until the afternoon arrived. If I had time, I’d visit the beastmen and kindly “bestow” upon them the fists of love under the guise of magic training, after dealing with that, it would be time for dinner. Afterwards, I'll enjoy some nice snacks with a glass of beer and tussle with the knights for a bit to help with digestion.
    

    
      
        Kerchunk.
      
    

    
      I opened the door of my bedroom, which was right next to the office.
    

    
      “Good morning, my lord.”
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      As soon as I went outside to fulfill the plans I made for the day, I was met with Derval’s energetic voice.
    

    
      “W-What are you doing here? S-So early in the morning?”
    

    
      “With all due respect, it is almost time for lunch. And there are quite a few things you need to take care of, so I was waiting here.”
    

    
      “O-Okay...”
    

    
      Derval was holding a thick sheaf of documents. Seeing as he had waited for me to wake up, I felt apologetic. The loyal Derval had probably pulled all-nighters taking care of the mess after the war, but in contrast, the lord slept in very nicely... I hoped it wouldn’t start a bad rumor.
    

    
      “Your meal will be brought to the office. Please eat it there.”
    

    
      ‘Damn... Food tastes the best at the dinner table though.’
    

    
      “Alright... I will. Haha. How important could a single meal be, anyway.”
    

    
      On my face was an awkward smile that didn’t match my feelings.
    

    
      Today’s plans were going awry from the very first step. It seemed I would have to tread cautiously today.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “We have no fuel?”
    

    
      “Yes. As you know, my lord, the Nerman Plains lack mountains where firewood can be obtained.”
    

    
      “But how have the people been living all this time then? Isn’t the winter pretty harsh?”
    

    
      As soon as I stepped into the office, Derval brought up the issue of fuel with a grave expression. To my utter shock, he said that despite the harsh weather, the people of Denfors and Nerman were enduring the cold with their bodies alone.
    

    
      “From what I have heard, they used dried orc dung. The movements of the orcs were slowed in the winter, and the residents would take that time to collect dried orc poop from the places where the orcs resided. They would then use that dung as provisional fuel. But because all the orcs near the villages were subjugated this year, the people are enduring hardship.”
    

    
      “Is it so bad they will freeze to death?”
    

    
      “Thanks to the abundance of orc leathers, they will not die. But they are suffering considerable pain in their daily lives. It’s not just that they cannot make soup and other warm foods, but also that their accommodations are ice-cold.”
    

    
      I could envision the painful lives of the people just from his words. I didn’t think the problem was so significant since it wasn’t our absolute highest priority, but it did make my heart ache.
    

    
      ‘Did they seriously endure with no fuel since the 10th month then?’
    

    
      The people on Earth would turn up their boilers as soon as there was a hint of cold, but the people here had to shiver through the frigid winter nights because of a lack of fuel, a plight that stabbed my heart as their lord.
    

    
      ‘Fuel, huh... Fuel...’
    

    
      Acquiring fuel was easier said than done. Even if there was only a maximum of five people per household, there were 100,000 households at the very least. A massive amount of fuel would be necessary for them to heat their homes during the long winter. It was doubtful whether we could gather all the necessary fuel even if we pushed the soldiers and slaves starting now. Magic was an option to consider, but a low-grade magic crystal would be necessary to create a magic furnace. Not only was the cost nothing to scoff at, but making 100,000 magic furnaces was impossible even with a hundred years.
    

    
      ‘Damn, what a pain.’
    

    
      I thought about lots of different options, but nothing stood out.
    

    
      ‘If oil would just flow out somewhere, then maybe... Oh, wait a min!’
    

    
      While I was thinking about oil, I suddenly remembered a certain mineral. In an educational TV program for kids (which went off the air in my elementary school days), I learned about furnaces and the coal that fueled them.
    

    
      “That’s it!”
    

    
      “Pardon?” Derval was surprised by my sudden exclamation.
    

    
      Nerman was surrounded by mountains. And in those mountains, there had to be at least a few with coal. Even South Korea, which lacked natural resources, had quite a lot of coal.
    

    
      ‘If we’re lucky, we might even be able to find good quality open-air coal mine.’
    

    
      The mountains were a treasure trove of undeveloped resources.
    

    
      “I will take care of it.”
    

    
      “As expected of my liege. I believed that everything would be resolved if I informed you!”
    

    
      “Haha, this is nothing.”
    

    
      Derval looked at me with radiant admiration, his eyes shining. I always felt this way, but these kinds of moments made me think that it wasn’t so hard to become a good liege.
    

    
      “Every house has a furnace and a chimney, right?”
    

    
      “Yes, of course. The sturdy kitchen furnaces are made with dirt and stones.”
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, we also need to improve the houses.’
    

    
      I had seen the houses of the people here before. Since the wood was so scarce, the houses made of piled dirt, stones, and topped with straw wouldn’t even be fit for pigs on Earth.
    

    
      “Are bricks still being produced?”
    

    
      “We are using slaves to produce them every day. Thanks to the magic drying room, we are making around 1,000 bricks per day.”
    

    
      “Raise that by ten times.”
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “I’ll make more magic drying rooms, so increase the production quantity by ten.”
    

    
      “U-Understood.”
    

    
      When spring came and melted the frozen ground, I would mobilize the elves again to make more roads. Once the roads were complete, we would use those roads to build a fortress, and afterwards, we would focus on building houses for the citizens.
    

    
      ‘There’s so much to do.’
    

    
      The outline already seemed like a lot, so it was easy to imagine just how much work there would be if you really broke it down into the nitty-gritty details.
    

    
      “What’s the next order of business?”
    

    
      “There is no more space in the covert. After building the temporary barracks for the paladins, we have run out of hangars for the wyverns to use. As you know, my liege, the situation is so severe that the wyverns we will be returning to the Havis Kingdom are on the fields outside the castle. This problem needs to be resolved quickly, as well.”
    

    
      ‘Sigh. It’s already completely full?’
    

    
      When I first arrived at Weyn Covert, it was utterly deserted. In less than one year, this expansive covert had run out of land for new buildings.
    

    
      “Have you gotten in touch with the Havis Kingdom?”
    

    
      “We have only received word a few days ago that they would soon send Skyknights to bring back the wyverns. But Skyknights cannot be made in a single morning, so I believe they will require more time.”
    

    
      Like the proverb “put new wine into new wineskins,” Rosiathe was boldly recreating the kingdom from the bottom up. Most of the Skyknights were nobles, so after they were culled or turned into slaves, they were probably low on talents. That’s why the kingdom couldn’t even think of collecting their wyverns, the most important part of a kingdom’s military.
    

    
      “Contact them again. Those pigs are just making life hell for our wyverns.”
    

    
      We healed all the injured wyverns with holy water, and the ones that resisted were re-educated by Bebeto and his lackeys, the Gold Wyverns. But the problem was the sheer quantity of food they consumed. Pigs and cows were still precious in the territory, so the Skyknights were forced to go out day after day to hunt orcs. Besides the southern region, there were still plenty of monsters, so hunting could be done with ease. But even if one wyvern ate just one orc per day, there were a hundred wyverns, so it was a real pain to take care of them.
    

    
      “I will send a lumikar immediately.”
    

    
      “Anything else on the agenda?”
    

    
      “Actually, I think this is the most important item I am reporting today.”
    

    
      “Hm? What is it?”
    

    
      Looking at Derval’s severe expression, it seemed to be rather important.
    

    
      “One of the Temir slaves has something to tell you, my lord.”
    

    
      “A slave? Me? Why?”
    

    
      They might be slaves, but we didn’t treat them like animals. We even gave them coats made of orc leather to fight off the cold. They also ate a full three meals, worked a maximum of 10 hours per day, and were given one day per week to rest.
    

    
      “He said he is the son of some chief among the Temir tribes, and that there is something he must tell you about the Temir wyverns.”
    

    
      

    

    
      “The wyverns?”
    

    
      My apathy turned into interest. If we swallowed up all the wyverns we were supposed to return to the Havis Kingdom, no one would be able to look upon our territory in disdain anymore, but that went against my conscience, so we could never do that. However, we absolutely needed to increase our wyvern numbers. The hostile Laviter bastards probably wouldn’t attack us this winter, but when spring arrived, there was no knowing when they would strike. There was no way that prideful nation would stay idle after finding out about the kidnapping of their precious Golds and the state of their prince.
    

    
      “Will you go meet him? I had him brought here; he is waiting outside.”
    

    
      “Of course, I will hear what he has to say at once.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege.”
    

    
      I even forgot my hunger. My eagerness to increase our wyvern numbers was so intense that I even entertained the idea of going into Laviter territory and stealing them outright. If I had possessed over 200 wyverns, the Havis Kingdom trash wouldn’t have dared to fearlessly step into Nerman.
    

    
      ‘The Temir wyverns are pretty decent, too.’
    

    
      The Temir wyverns were domesticated with shamanry rather than holy water. Even now, they were an important part of the Orakk Castle’s forces.
    

    
      Derval’s voice interrupted my thoughts. 
    

    
      “My liege, I have brought him over.”
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      The door creaked, and two people walked inside.
    

    
      ‘They don’t look particularly different, so why are they considered a different race?’
    

    
      As far as differences went, at least in my eyes, the Temir looked like Turkish people while Kallians looked like Europeans, but the people here firmly differentiated themselves. I guessed it was something like how westerners had a hard time differentiating Koreans from other Asians but I could easily tell a Japanese apart from a Korean.
    

    
      “You are in the presence of the Lord of Great Nerman, Count Kyre de Nerman. Show your respect!”
    

    
      Derval admonished the young Temir man, who was around 180cm tall and had a prominent nose.
    

    
      “I humbly greet the Lord.”
    

    
      ‘Hm? He can speak well?’
    

    
      The young Temir man spoke the Kallian common language with a more skillful pronunciation than I expected. His face was so plump that he wouldn’t look like a slave if not for the roughly made orc coat on his shoulders.
    

    
      “What is your name?:
    

    
      “I am Kantahar of the Aishwen Tribe.”
    

    
      Perhaps because he was the son of a chief, Kantahar looked better groomed than the other Temir people.
    

    
      “Alright, nice to meet you, Kantahar. You had something to tell me?”
    

    
      I didn’t want to talk in circles.
    

    
      “My lord, please help the Temir tribes!”
    

    
      “....?”
    

    
      Instead of talking about wyverns, Kantahar abruptly begged me for help.
    

    
      ‘Does my face look that kind? Why the hell is everyone asking me to help them?!’
    

    
      I didn’t think I lived so generously, but everyone asked me for help as if I was a frickin’ saint.
    

    
      “Why should I help you? Your people are thieves who robbed the lives and property of my citizens.”
    

    
      There was no need to look like a pushover.
    

    
      “I am aware. However, that was merely the only choice we could make to survive. If we could live in abundance, we would have never put our lives on the line to fight the Bajran Empire. But... we are hungry! Hunting is difficult because of the monsters and demon beasts, and even when we try to farm, the yield is low. For that reason, we mined jewels and gold to survive, but not only did the heartless merchants renege on their promises many times, but they tried to rob us with horrible prices. My lord, being a slave in this territory has been the happiest time of my life. Even without risking my life to hunt, all I have to do is sweat a little to get three meals a day, and I can sleep easy at night without worrying about monster attacks. On top of that, the honeyed rest day we are provided every week is the first taste of peace I have ever had in my life.”
    

    
      ‘Damn, I’m speechless.
    

    
      His freedom was taken away and he was being extorted for labor, but he called slavery the happiest time of his life, leaving me with nothing to say. To be honest, you could say that the Temir slaves were living almost as well as the people of Nerman. I felt a bit of sympathy rising in my heart.
    

    
      “And what does that have to do with me? The reason you guys are being treated so well is merely because of an issue with my conscience. Moreover, the Temir harmed my poor soldiers and people! No matter how hungry you were, robbing from your neighbor is something no human should do.”
    

    
      “That is a problem between two nations that have been hostile to each other for thousands of years. As you might know, my lord, at one point, Nerman was the land of our ancestors. Our precious land was robbed by foreigners, and the Temir tribes were forced to hide in the northern  Mother Mountains, a barren place where danger lurks everywhere. That is why I am making this request of you, my lord. We do not want much. If you would just grant us the leftover food you do not need, we will create an alliance with you that will not falter even in death. My lord! Saying that one should never attack one’s neighbor in a situation where one’s children and parents are starving is not an issue of morals, but survival.”
    

    
      ‘I really can’t refute that.’
    

    
      I wasn’t confident. I wasn’t confident that I wouldn’t do the same if my family was about to starve.
    

    
      ‘But this guy, why is he so good at talking?’
    

    
      Unlike the other Temir, Kantahar was able to discuss lofty philosophical issues with eloquence. I changed my view of him.
    

    
      “We cannot give this man a definite answer, my liege. From what I have ascertained, the Temir are made up of over 50 tribes, and the decision-making power has been seized by the largest tribe. I do not believe there is any need to listen to the son of the chief of a small tribe, not the largest tribe.”
    

    
      Derval, who was listening from the side, gave his rational judgement.
    

    
      “You are correct. However, you are mistaken on one thing. It is not that we are ruled by the largest tribe, but that we follow the orders of the Great Shaman, Lokorïa.”
    

    
      “The Great Shaman?”
    

    
      Not much was known about the society of the Temir. In the Bajran Empire, the nation with the greatest land mass on Kallain, the Temir were considered savages and crazed murderers. Among the continent’s curses, ‘You Temir bastard’ was worse than ‘motherfucker.’ Kantahar was telling us about an unknown Temir hierarchy. 
    

    
      “Even someone from the biggest clan must absolutely submit to the command of the Great Shaman, Lokorïa. She is the reincarnation of the Mother of All who founded our race.”
    

    
      ‘Could it be one of those legendary evil witches?’
    

    
      That was my first thought. I envisioned a shaman who bathed in human blood and held an ancestral rite, doing a strange dance with all kinds of disgusting ornaments around her neck. At Kantahar’s explanation, my understanding of the Temir situation increased by just a little.
    

    
      ‘The less developed a society is, the higher the chance they will worship a shaman, the medium of a god.’
    

    
      Even now, I could see respect, wariness, and fear in Kantahar’s eyes as he spoke about the Great Shaman.
    

    
      “Please have a meeting with her. If you earnestly request an alliance, my lord, the people of Nerman will no longer face any pain due to our tribes. My lord!!”
    

    
      “No! We cannot send you to such a dangerous place, my liege! Please forget this man’s words. He is a treacherous conniver who is trying to persuade you to step into danger. He clearly told me he would tell us a method to get wyverns, but now he is telling you to go into the utterly dangerous den of the Temir, and to meet the Great Shaman, at that. There is no need to consider it!”
    

    
      Derval viewed my safety as more important than anything else. He jumped to his feet and fixed Kantahar with a death glare.
    

    
      “That’s why I am asking you to meet the Great Shaman! If the Great Shaman gives permission, you will be able to earn dozens of wyverns in one year from the wild wyvern eggs the tribesmen collect! I guarantee it with my life!”
    

    
      I couldn’t sense a lie from the painful screaming of Kantahar. However, like Derval said, it was an incredibly dangerous proposal. It would be like going into the jaws of a completely unknown enemy. Anyone else would have sent this guy packing.
    

    
      But that’s what someone else would have done, not me. I was confident I could survive a dragon’s lair, not just the Temir base. And if it didn’t work out, that was that. 
    

    
      “Alright, I will trust your words.”
    

    
      “!! M-My liege!”
    

    
      “Thank you! Thank you! My lord!”
    

    
      
        Thud, thud.
      
    

    
      Kantahar thanked me while bowing so low his forehead struck the ground.
    

    
      “I-I will go. My liege! You are the hope and future of Nerman. We cannot send you into such danger!”
    

    
      Derval once again tried to stop me. I smiled at him.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I will cleanly handle this opportunity and return, so just believe in me. Have I ever disappointed you, Sir Derval?”
    

    
      “My liege...”
    

    
      Knowing he couldn’t defeat my stubbornness, Derval looked regretfully into my eyes. I gave him a light nod.
    

    
      “When would I be able to leave?”
    

    
      “You can go anytime, my lord.”
    

    
      “Really? Then I’ll be right back.”
    

    
      “S-So fast...?”
    

    
      Derval was made speechless by my fiery personality. It seemed he hadn’t quite prepared himself yet.
    

    
      ‘Don’t worry. If I don’t like what they have to say, I’ll set the whole place to flames before coming back.’
    

    
      It was a place I needed to visit once anyway. Otherwise, I would have to lead the soldiers and subjugate them. It really broke my style to have to live in constant fear of their attacks.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Just wait, you evil shaman! The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, is coming!!’
    

    
      The Great Shaman Lokorïa, the ruler of the Temir.
    

    
      I wasn’t afraid of her, I just hoped she had slept well last night.
    

    
      Because if things went wrong, then today might become the day of her death.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “He disappeared?”
    

    
      “I apologize, Princess. We looked everywhere for his whereabouts, but he hid all his tracks.”
    

    
      “Haah... What a shame. Everything would have come to a perfect close if we could have caught Hanskane.”
    

    
      In the Royal Palace of the Havis Kingdom, Princess Rosiathe let out a long sigh after hearing that the traitorous Hanskane had escaped.
    

    
      Starting from the time the nobles and knights went off to Nerman, Rosiathe had been incredibly busy. She gathered the knights and soldiers of the Royal Guard as well as the soldiers of the few nobles loyal to the king, then started a purge.
    

    
      If even a few important nobles, including Duke Hanskane, had remained in the kingdom, it would have been difficult for her to succeed. But by the grace of the gods, everything had been taken care of, besides one hiccup, the disappearance of Duke Hanskane.
    

    
      “It is just a guess, but I believe he defected to the Laviter Empire. He was last seen near the Kovilan Mountains.”
    

    
      “Our greatest concern has become reality. We absolutely needed to catch Hanskane.”
    

    
      Rosiathe was unable to shed her regret. However, it was spilled milk. All the wyverns from the nobles fleeing from Nerman were captured alive in Calvaron County. After crossing the border, the Nerman Skyknights stopped chasing them, so the nobles had landed one after another in Calvaron County and were captured by the Royal Knights waiting for them.
    

    
      But to her regret, they were unable to capture Duke Hanskane. For whatever reason, he was the latest to arrive at the county, and he fled after seeing the nobles getting arrested by the Royal Knights. And after staying a short while in the kingdom and feeling out the situation, he disappeared into the Kovilan Mountains, taking the ten or so Skyknights under his banner.
    

    
      “I believe you should put your regret behind you now, Your Highness. There are many issues to resolve. Most of the kingdom’s territories have become ownerless. We dispatched administrators as a temporary measure, but they cannot exercise the rights that are only available to lords. We must quickly find qualified people among the talented knights and ruined nobles and send them to the territories,” said Duke Safidian, the old, loyal retainer and Rosiathe’s maternal grandfather. He did not withhold any advice towards his royal granddaughter. “Also, we must prioritize bringing the kingdom wyverns currently in Nerman. There is no knowing if the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, will change his mind.”
    

    
      “You do not have to worry about the wyverns. Kyre... is the person I respect most after my Father.”
    

    
      Rosiathe expressed strong faith in Kyre.
    

    
      “Princess, this elder wishes to remind you that there is no one trustworthy in this world other than yourself. The matters of a nation cannot be settled with emotions. It is the law of the world that an enemy today might become an ally tomorrow, and vice versa. Moreover, Nerman can be called the closest enemy nation on our borders. I am thankful that they helped us, but please do not trust them too much.”
    

    
      His rheumy eyes sparkling, Duke Safidian, a person well-versed in politics and the reality of the world, continued to give unreserved advice.
    

    
      “I understand. I will engrave your advice deep in my heart, Grandfather.”
    

    
      “I am much obliged, Your Royal Highness.”
    

    
      The King of Havis, Germanian, had become more ill lately, and was nearly completely bedridden. Because of that, the important functions of the kingdom were being settled solely by Rosiathe.
    

    
      “Please tell me if you know anybody worth promoting to nobility, Grandfather. Also, the kingdom’s important agricultural land, the Hanskane Duchy, and the territories of several high-ranking nobles will be turned into sovereign land. We will become a Royal Family that will never again be shaken around by nobles. I shan’t tolerate anyone who dares to resist me or the Havis Royal Family, as long as I draw breath...”
    

    
      The Flower of the North who once possessed a feeble heart had turned into a ruler who could make such a steely pledge.
    

    
      Duke Safidian bowed his head to show his respect. He was also a noble, but he was well aware that a kingdom without a properly operating royal family would walk a short road to ruin.
    

    
      And the Havis Kingdom needed a powerful ruler, now more than ever.
    

    
      A road where not just one person thrived, but everyone.
    

    
      That was the kind of road she would forge.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 106: Forge Ahead, No Matter What!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘What a picturesque sight.’
    

    
      After the first day of snow, the snowfall alternated between light and heavy. In Nerman, which only had plains, the white blanket of snow was a monotonous sight. But the moment Bebeto and I reached the North and arrived at the boundary of the Rual and Litore Mountains, the majestic, epic scenery created by the mighty hand of nature made me exclaim again and again. The canvas was painted with not just a few dozen, but hundreds of snow-covered mountains. The snow piled heavily atop branches that bent with the weight shyly bared their bodies in the sun.
    

    
      Whoooooosh. 
    

    
      The chilly wind that spoke of winter also played a role. Every time the wind blew, the powder atop the mountain peaks scattered into the wind, adorning the skies with a sparkling rainbow. The sight of the seven-colored blessings within the flying snow inspired a surge of emotions in all those who witnessed it.
    

    
      ‘From here on out, it’s Temir territory.’
    

    
      When I recovered from my daze, we were already deep into the mountains, one hour of flight away from the northern fort, Orakk Castle. It was the territory of the Temir tribes, the tough warriors living within the mountains.
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Like a dog delighting in freshly fallen snow, during the entirety of the flight, Bebeto could not conceal his excitement and periodically blared out his characteristic cry, enjoying the winter flight.
    

    
      “How much longer do we have to go?”
    

    
      Behind me, Kantahar was wearing an airplate and clinging tightly to me.
    

    
      “Not much longer, sir! Once we pass that big mountain over there, we will see a valley! That’s where our tribe is!” yelled Kantahar with all his might.
    

    
      ‘So it’s not just mountains.’
    

    
      This was my first time going into the boundary area of the Rual and Litore Mountains. I saw valleys here and there, as well as traces of agricultural activity.
    

    
      ‘To think they survived all this time amongst monsters, big respect.’
    

    
      The flocks of monsters stood out clearly against the white backdrop. I saw orcs, hungry ogres, trolls, and monsters that looked like gnolls strolling all over the mountains. The Temir people had survived in such a monster-infested place. It was no exaggeration to say that their environment was far harsher than Nerman’s.
    

    
      Swooooooosh. 
    

    
      Bebeto filled his wings with a gust of wind and soared high into the sky, effortlessly passing a massive peak in the blink of an eye. Even without teaching him flight techniques, he grew more skillful by the day. He was a smart kiddo who excelled all on his own.
    

    
      ‘Oho, that must be it.’
    

    
      After passing the mountain, a fairly large valley spread out before us, a basin around 1km on every side at the foot of a mountain. A pretty high fence made of sturdy stones and wood was set up around the perimeter, and inside was the Aishwen Tribe Kantahar belonged to.
    

    
      Thump thump thump thump thump thump! 
    

    
      Seeing Bebeto suddenly show up, several warriors in a wooden watchtower loudly banged on a drum.
    

    
      “Karukao...!”
    

    
      “Kukai...”
    

    
      Shouting things I couldn’t understand, hundreds of warriors pointed at Bebeto as they scrambled up the fence, drawing their bows. Despite the cold weather, several of them had bare upper bodies.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, you guys are far from being our match. Tsk tsk.’
    

    
      I had already heard the gist from Kantahar. Because the Aishwen Tribe was the weakest among the Temir tribes, they were located at the place closest to Nerman. As such, whenever the coalition attacked Nerman, the Aishwen had to act as guides for the other tribes and needed to invest the greatest manpower. In their recent attack on Haiton Village, half of their already strained warriors had to participate in the invasion.
    

    
      Even if they didn’t want to, they were helpless before the threats of the other tribes and the Great Shaman’s command. In my eyes, the Aishwen Tribe was so feeble that a single spell could wipe them out. How could a tribe without any wyverns possibly block Bebeto and me?
    

    
      Fwip fwip fwip fwip. 
    

    
      However, they never gave up. When Bebeto dropped in altitude, the warriors of the Aishwen Tribe fired arrows as if they had been waiting for him to come into range.
    

    
      Ting! Ting! Ting! 
      

    

    
      All the arrows bounced right off Bebeto’s hide, which was sturdy enough to repel most mana blades.
    

    
      GUOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!!! 
    

    
      Pissed off, Bebeto gave an ear-splitting roar.
    

    
      “Kutaba... Dari!!!”
    

    
      “UWAHHHH!”
    

    
      Shocked by his enormous bellow, as Bebeto descended as if to hunt them down, the warriors either crumpled in abject fear or flung themselves down the fence to flee.
    

    
      ‘You were asking for that. Tsk tsk.’
    

    
      Bebeto settled things nicely without me having to step in.
    

    
      “Please head to the central clearing. That is where the house of my father, the chief, is located.”
    

    
      Looking at his comrades fleeing before Bebeto, Kantahar directed us to the central clearing with a sad voice.
    

    
      Flap, flap, flap flap flap. 
    

    
      I led Bebeto in a slow descent in front of the big, wooden house in the village clearing. As Bebeto landed, warriors scrambled over to completely surround us, their weapons drawn. They were clearly fearful, but their eyes still shone with fighting spirit.
    

    
      “Kantahar!”
    

    
      With a click, Kantahar removed his helmet, and the Temir warriors uttered his name in shock.
    

    
      “Kantahar!!”
    

    
      The Aishwen Tribe murmured at the sudden sight of Kantahar. Even young kids gathered to look with curiosity. 
    

    
      ‘There are less than 2,000 of them altogether.’
    

    
      I knew they were a tiny tribe, but I didn’t expect them to be this small. My surprise was natural—I could see maybe 500 warriors who could fight, but they still managed to survive in these monster-infested mountains. Much less wyverns, they didn’t even have any special weapons.
    

    
      “Kwaia!”
    

    
      ‘Hrm?’
    

    
      Hearing a mana-charged roar, I turned. From the way everyone shut up at the man’s bellow, I could guess his identity.
    

    
      ‘He must be the chief.’
    

    
      About 190cm tall, the man had wide-set shoulders covered with a demon beast hide, and in his hand was a bejeweled longspear. He looked to be in his late 40s, but he radiated vigor that didn’t lose to the young men.
    

    
      At the arrival of the chief, Kantahar knelt. “Apiro!” he shouted.
    

    
      “Lugevadia! Asira...!”
    

    
      Pointing at Kantahar, the chief yelled at him with rage.
    

    
      The mood took a turn for the worse.
    

    
      ‘Jeez, I need to be able to understand what they’re saying, at least.’
    

    
      The language of the Temir wasn’t present even in the massive wealth of knowledge Master had planted in my brain. It seemed the successful and high-flying Master Bumdalf had not interested himself in the language of an uncivilized race.
    

    
      “Atipaia... Lakishi...”
    

    
      Under the rage of his father, the chief, the kneeling Kantahar wept as he pointed to me. And then, he began to speak to the chief with a trembling, desperate voice.
    

    
      “Is this man the Lord of Nerman?” asked the chief with a dry, grating voice.
    

    
      ‘Well whaddya know? He can speak Common?’
    

    
      “Indeed. I am the Lord of Nerman, Count Kyre de Nerman.”
    

    
      There was no need to cower, so I held my head up high and introduced myself.
    

    
      “Mm...” The chief narrowed his eyes.
    

    
      “Father, you must believe me. Lord Kyre here is different from the other empire nobles we have met. From what I have seen all this time, the Lord’s loyalty is as unbreakable as the Sacred Boulder over there. The warriors of our people were captured as prisoners, but he gave us three meals a day, warm clothes, and a safe place to sleep. And he believed my words and came all the way here. I beg of you, oh Chief of the Aishwen, Eldest Son Before the Sacred Boulder. Please believe me and take the Lord to the Mother of All, Lokorïa. Our tribe, no, the Temir people, cannot live any longer like ragged ants!”
    

    
      Using Common so that I could understand, Kantahar persuaded his father, the chief.
    

    
      “I cannot believe your words. Nerman has always been an enemy that has spilled the blood of countless warriors of our people. How could I possibly guide the leader of the enemy to the noble Mother of our people? If things went wrong, our clan could be subjected to Mother’s wrath and become unable to cross the River of Arakiki.”
    

    
      I could read fear towards the Great Shaman, the Mother of their people, in the chief’s words.
    

    
      ‘Just how much did she beat her kids for them to be this brainwashed?’
    

    
      Brute force trumped all—just the name of the Great Shaman, Lokorïa, the reincarnation of the Mother of their people, made this perfectly fine-looking chief tremble in fear. It made me really want to meet her.
    

    
      “Father, think! Just a few years ago, our tribe had over 2,000 warriors, but look at what we have been reduced to! Do you really think that we can safely survive this winter with these numbers?! Do you think the other tribes will be sad to see our tribe perish? Father, please make a wise decision. If we do not receive the help of the Lord of Nerman, our people will have no future.”
    

    
      Kantahar desperately tried to convince his father. I could feel his anguish and the passionate aura of youth from his body.
    

    
      “If... If that is the intent of Hadvaish, the Father of All Creation...”
    

    
      ‘What the heck, a Mother of the People and now a Father of All Creation?’
    

    
      The culture of the Temir was really confusing.
    

    
      ‘Damn, the Temir are people, too.’
    

    
      They might be of a different ethnicity, but they were still people. They were humans who had two legs, two arms, a torso, eyes, a nose, mouth, and the capability to think. Most of the people here were women and innocent children. Up until recently, I had fought brutally with these people, but that was the decision of adults—the kids, at the very least, were blameless. My heart wavered upon seeing the kiddos who grinned or waved at me.
    

    
      “Huhu, how laughable. What would you do if you all died and it wasn’t the intent of Hadvaish, Father of All Creation? No matter what the Father’s intent is, how could you utter such defeated words when you should be doing everything to protect your people? Because of how much you guys harassed Nerman, I thought you were full of fighting spirit, but I see you’re just a big coward.”
    

    
      “W-What did you say!!”
    

    
      The chief was instantly enraged by my sneering jab.
    

    
      “Didn’t you say so yourself? That if it is the intent of Hadvaish, it can’t be helped even if you all become orc poop tomorrow... Tsk tsk! If you want to die, then die alone; a chief shouldn’t take these children down with him... Can you really call yourself a chief?”
    

    
      I rambled on as if talking to myself and continued to hurl spikes into the chief’s heart.
    

    
      “Y-Youuu! How dare you call me, the Eldest Son Before the Sacred Boulder, a coward! Draw your sword at once! In the name of our people, I will tear your body apart!!”
    

    
      Swish! 
    

    
      The chief immediately pointed the tip of his spear at me, causing a fierce gust of wind.
    

    
      “You will regret it...” I said ominously, giving a perfectly wicked smile and putting my hand on the hilt of my sword. Playing the villain role was so fun that I had become addicted to it.
    

    
      Flaaaash. 
    

    
      “Hooh, your mana control is pretty decent.”
    

    
      Like an Aura Blade from a sword, the chief poured mana into his steel spear. His posture was fairly good.
    

    
      “Come at me!”
    

    
      “If I win, what will you do? If you win, I’ll cede the position of Nerman’s Lord to you.”
    

    
      “I-If you win, I will become your servant for life!”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, I’ve got you now!’
    

    
      Somehow, things progressed into a duel, and the chief responded to my bet with his own. I could tell my steadily rising baiting skill was reaching the level of true masters.
    

    
      Scwhing! 
    

    
      I drew my sword, which vibrated immediately in response to my mana, as was fitting for a masterpiece made by the Dwarven Patriarch. 
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      As soon as I drew my sword, the chief launched himself forward like a tempest, swinging his spear.
    

    
      Schwwiiinng! 
    

    
      ‘Wow! I didn’t know the spear could be this cool!’
    

    
      The sturdy, black spear made of cast iron bent impossibly. Rather, the incredible speed made it look like the spear was bending.
    

    
      Cla-claaaaang! 
    

    
      Spears were specialized for piercing, but the tip of his spear had outer blades on both sides the size of small kitchen knives, which allowed the user to slice as well as pierce. I easily blocked the rapidly approaching spear. It was a different feel from when I dueled sword-wielding knights. I met the chief’s ever-changing, powerful spearmanship with my own swordsmanship.
    

    
      “Ootaka! Ootaka!”
    

    
      “Kiooooooooooo!”
    

    
      The Aishwen tribespeople who had no idea how things had turned into a duel either chanted or howled with excitement. Like real warriors, their blood had begun to boil at the sight of a fight.
    

    
      ‘Is that all?’
    

    
      Schwiiiiish. 
    

    
      The chief’s spearmanship held the mana of an upper-level knight. After blocking a dozen attacks from him, I felt like I had seen everything he had to offer.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      I readied myself with a vigorous grunt, and my mana core responded. The blue Aura Blade on my sword grew twice as long.
    

    
      CLANG! 
    

    
      “Aghh!”
    

    
      Wooooosh, bam. 
    

    
      That was the end. A single blow with all my strength blew the spear out of the chief’s hand, and it flew quite a distance before falling to the ground.
    

    
      “Argh...”
    

    
      His hands torn up by the impact, the chief clenched his eyes shut in pain.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The tribesmen fell into silence in an instant.
    

    
      Its job done, the sword returned gracefully to its sheath with a hiss.
    

    
      “K-Kill me.”
    

    
      The chief fell to his knees with a thud.
    

    
      “F-FATHER!”
    

    
      Kantahar, who had remained on his knees the whole time, ran up to the chief in shock.
    

    
      ‘You think I’m a butcher or something?’
    

    
      I didn’t want to stain my sword with blood without reason. That is how I had lived, and that is how I would continue to operate in the future.
    

    
      “Let’s discuss this one more time. Chief of the Aishwen Tribe, Eldest Son Before the Sacred Boulder,” I said smoothly to the chief, whose hostility towards me and fighting spirit were in shambles.
    

    
      Lokorïa, Mother of the People. I wouldn’t go back until I met that woman.
    

    
      ‘Tch, come to think of it, I didn’t even get to eat breakfast!’
    

    
      In my haste to get going, I missed breakfast and even lunch.
    

    
      My beautiful plans for today were already broken beyond repair.
    

    
      Until I met the evil witch named Lokorïa, I could only keep forging ahead, no matter what.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 107: Lokoroïa
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Swoooooosh. 
    

    
      Flying high above the mountains further north, where the wind was getting colder and colder, the air outside my helmet looked so frigid that I would have frozen to death long ago if not for my airplate.
    

    
      ‘Shit, I only got a few potatoes.’
    

    
      After suffering a defeat from me, Kantahar’s father, the Chief of the Aishwen, obediently listened to what I had to say. Or rather, the way the chief looked at me so earnestly while speaking about their truly difficult circumstances made me wonder if I’d been the one who got caught by the chief’s bait.
    

    
      ‘Yeah, when I think about it, I won too easily.’
    

    
      He was still the chief of a tribe forged from constant battles in the perilous mountains. He might have just let me win so that he could have an excuse for later.
    

    
      Flap flap flap flap. 
    

    
      ‘Still, it’s a relief that I got the tribal flag.’
    

    
      The Great Shaman, Lokoroïa, was located several hours by flight from the village of the Aishwen Tribe. On the way, we passed by several other Temir villages on the way, because some of those tribes had wyverns, the appearance of a foreign wyvern might have invited meaningless fights.
    

    
      However, a large boulder drawn atop a white demon beast hide, the flag representing the Aishwen Tribe, prevented possible fights. It was a flag granted to the tribe by Lokoroïa herself. Anyone who attacked a person with that flag was deriding Lokoroïa, so the other tribespeople couldn’t carelessly attack me.
    

    
      ‘They’re closer than I thought.’
    

    
      The tribes were spread out in the Litore Mountains region next to the border with the Bajran Empire, but the Great Shaman Lokoroïa had her base set up pretty close to Nerman, only a 5 hours flight away from Orakk Castle. I thought she would be located deep into the north, but she wasn’t.
    

    
      ‘A large tribe has tens of thousands of warriors, huh. In total, they’ve got maybe 200,000 men in total.’
    

    
      In the chief’s tent, I was offered a fishy-tasting mountain potato to eat. It wasn’t even a regular potato, but a mountain potato harvestable from the wild. It was edible, but had a strong, fishy flavor, making it an offensive food that the people would only eat when there was nothing else. That was the kind of food the chief shamelessly presented to me, a guest. From the looks of it, if action wasn’t taken soon, they would soon starve to death or be reduced to fodder for the monsters.
    

    
      ‘Like holy water, without the totems made by a shaman, the demon beasts will attack.’
    

    
      There was still a silver lining. Like the holy water that repelled demon beasts, the totems made by a shaman could keep demon beasts at bay. That was the reason why the Temir tribes had no choice but to submit with absolute obedience to the Great Shaman.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      After passing a few tribal villages, as we flew into an enormous mountain range the size of the Himalayas, I saw a flock of wyverns far into the distance.
    

    
      ‘W-Wild wyverns!!!!’
    

    
      My eyes grew to the size of saucers. On the continent, wyverns couldn’t be easily acquired even with money. It wasn’t just one or two wild wyverns, either—over a hundred wyverns ranging in size were flying in a group. With those numbers, if we could catch them, all my wyvern problems would be settled. I gulped.
    

    
      ‘!! They’re wyverns, not sparrows, so why the fuck are there so many!!’
    

    
      More surprisingly, the first group I saw wasn’t the only one. Far, far into the enormous mountain range was yet another flock. Like a flock of sparrows flying over empty fields in late autumn, their numbers were jaw-dropping.
    

    
      ‘Kyaa, it would be frickin’ awesome if I made a base here and hunted wyverns.’
    

    
      If they weren’t soaked in holy water in the shell, the moment they hatched, the wyverns were merely savage, wild monsters. Just an impossible dream, like the sexy models that appeared on alcohol advertisement posters.
    

    
      “It’s over there! That is Mother’s Village!”
    

    
      While I was busy drooling over the wyverns, Kantahar used mana to shout from behind my back. He had followed me all the way to this dangerous place in order to act as my guide.
    

    
      ‘Wow!’
    

    
      While I was busy looking at the wyverns, we turned the corner of a mountain, and came face to face with a temple that seemed to appear out of nowhere.
    

    
      ‘Pyramid?’
    

    
      It wasn’t as big as the Egyptian pyramids, but the temple was a massive pyramid that stuck out like a sore thumb among the mountains.
    

    
      ‘G-GOLD!!! OH MY GOD!’
    

    
      More astonishing was the fact the pyramid, which glowed a dazzling yellow under the sunset, was topped by a moon statue easily 10 meters large and made of pure gold.
    

    
      “T-Those are the Mother’s Guardian Warriors!”
    

    
      Guooooooooooo! 
    

    
      Spotting enemies, Bebeto followed up Kantahar’s surprised shout with his own cry.
    

    
      ‘Kek...’
    

    
      Wyverns were quickly going aloft at the sight of Bebeto. Over 100 Temir Greys were flapping towards us.
    

    
      ‘What to do?’
    

    
      Even for me, 100 wyverns was too much to handle. I had to make a decision, and fast. I put the latest model of wyvern armor on Bebeto because we were going somewhere dangerous, but if dozens of spears were hurled at us in unison, we would still have to bid adieu to this world. If we were going to flee, now was the time, while the wyverns were still lifting off.
    

    
      ‘Whatever, here goes nothing.’
    

    
      Ignorance makes one brave. I decided to brave this trifling(?) danger for the sake of my goal.
    

    
      “Who are you!”
    

    
      ‘Is it because they’re elites?’
    

    
      We had the flag of the Aishwen Tribe, but were attired like an imperial Skyknight, so the Guardian Warriors addressed us with Kallian Common. They surrounded us perfectly in no time.
    

    
      “I am Kantahar, Big Finger of the Eldest Son Before the Sacred Boulder, Chief of the Aishwen Tribe. We have come to seek an audience with the Mother of the People for an important matter!!!!”
    

    
      Kantahar shouted with mana to the Guardian Warrior aiming an old model of spear at Bebeto as he flew in place. If we didn’t have the Aishwen Tribe’s flag, things would have definitely gone to hell already by now.
    

    
      “Who is he! Why is the Big Finger of the Eldest Son Before the Sacred Boulder, Chief of the Aishwen Tribe, dressed like an imperial soldier? Luatikapa daanonia harpatia!!”
    

    
      After shouting the first part in Common, the Guardian Warrior switched to the Temir language.
    

    
      “Atipao... Lukasha, Kyre!”
    

    
      Kantahar yelled something in the Temir language, with my name at the end.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      As soon as Kantahar finished speaking, the Guardian Warriors put mana into their spears, ready to fire.
    

    
      ‘You wanna go, bitches?!’
    

    
      I wasn’t about to sit around and let myself be skewered. Defensive spells and offensive spells were instantly written out in my head. If I took advantage of the moment they let down their guard, we might be able to escape using spirits and magic.
    

    
      Peeeeeeeeeeeeeeep! 
    

    
      Just then, a sharp whistle came from the temple, causing the Guardian Warriors to flinch.
    

    
      “Land! Land right now!”
    

    
      Pointing to the ground with his spear, one of the Guardian Warriors vehemently ordered us to land.
    

    
      ‘You jerk, I can hear you just fine.’
    

    
      Glaring a little at the Guardian Warrior who blasted us with his mana-charged shout, I directed Bebeto to land.
    

    
      ‘The building is pretty damn old.’
    

    
      This temple was definitely the residence of shamans. Nestled between the mountains, the pyramid building was built atop a protruding hill in the valley and encircled by a 10-meter-tall stone wall. There were buildings that looked like wyvern hangars in a clearing in the valley. Flanked by 100 wyverns, we landed in the heart of the Temir tribes.
    

    
      ‘It’s normal for me, but why is this brat so frickin’ fearless?’
    

    
      Bebeto was extremely smart, so there was no way he wouldn’t recognize what kind of danger he was in. One misstep and the flesh could be sliced from his bones, but he calmly flapped his wings and made a grand landing. I guessed he took after me and had a faulty amygdala. 
    

    
      Once he landed, Temir soldiers on the level of knights pointed spears at us, wearing unbelievably black armor and cloaks.
    

    
      ‘That’s custom-made armor. Whoever it was, they must have made a killing.’
    

    
      It was obvious that the Temir hadn’t made the armor—the works exuded the craftsmanship of an artisan from the continent. I was sure that the people making a living by trading with the Temir had ordered it for them.
    

    
      
        Grrrrrrrrrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      Kaaaeeeeek! 
    

    
      There were a ton of wyverns in the air, but some of them were screaming with irritation as they flew above Bebeto. I was sure they were males. Despite their provocations, Bebeto simply turned his head like a majestic king of wyverns, imparting meaningful gazes upon them. It was as if the positions of host and guest were reversed.
    

    
      “Discard your weapons!” ordered one of the Guardian Warriors, dismounting from his wyvern.
    

    
      ‘They’ve even got old-model airplates... They can go into battle right away.’
    

    
      Some of the Temir who attacked Nerman several months ago didn’t even have leather armor or proper clothes, but the warriors here were wearing formal airplates. The Aishwen Tribe was on the verge of starving to death, but thousands of Gold were poured into these Guardian Warriors. I could tell that common sense didn’t apply here, either.
    

    
      Click. 
    

    
      Since we were already on the ground, it didn’t make much of a difference whether I had my sword or not. I unclasped my sheath and helmet, then passed them to Kantahar.
    

    
      “Hold onto these for me.”
    

    
      “I will protect them with my life, my lord.”
    

    
      He wasn’t even a knight of my territory, but Kantahar looked just as reliable. As long as things went well, I could keep him around.
    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    
      “Bebeto, be good. I’ll be back soon.”
    

    
      Guoo! Guo! 
    

    
      As if telling me not to worry, Bebeto rubbed my hand with his long horns.
    

    
      ‘It’s already evening.’
    

    
      The day had progressed with a totally unexpected twist… were the heavens punishing me for sleeping in?
    

    
      

    

    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Amazing, really amazing!’
    

    
      The Guardian Warriors dragged me into the pyramid-shaped temple. To my surprise, though the air outside was freezing cold, the inside of the pyramid felt as balmy as a warm spring day.
    

    
      ‘Magic…’
    

    
      I didn’t think the Temir had any of the continent’s technologies, but magic had spread all the way into the heart of the mountains.
    

    
      ‘But… Why does it feel so crappy?’
    

    
      I would feel perfectly comfortable with the energy of normal mana, but what I felt inside the temple wasn’t quite right. I couldn’t take a close look because the magic array was hidden inside the walls, but if it gave me this sensation of wrongness, it could only be one thing.
    

    
      ‘Black magic, dammit…’
    

    
      My warning sensors jumped straight to red. If this place was within the range of influence of the black mages who had nearly concealed all traces of themselves on the continent, my safety could be greatly endangered.
    

    
      ‘Lokoroïa or Kokoko or whatever, just try messing with me!’
    

    
      “What are you doing! Keep moving!”
    

    
      ‘Jeez, this mister sure is impatient.’
    

    
      Even while I was getting dragged along, I continued to memorize the inside of the maze-like interior. This place was like a tiger’s den. One moment of inattention and I could end up as food for the dogs tonight.
    

    
      10 Guardian Warriors surrounded me in the front and the back. I could sense that they were upper-level Blade Knights. There was no doubt that they were the highest of the highest elites among the Temir.
    

    
      ‘Hundreds of years must have passed to result in this much discoloration.’
    

    
      The inside of the pyramid was full of strange letters that looked like the Temir script, as well as countless golden murals. They clearly depicted wars between humans and monsters, unfamiliar gods, scenes like the creation of the world, various things like crops, and the history of mankind.
    

    
      ‘I thought they were uncivilized, but they’ve got their own brand of culture.’
    

    
      It was clear that the Temir race had retained their ancient customs all this time. There was probably a time when they were an even mightier civilization than those on the continent. After walking for a while down a corridor with a 3-meter high ceiling, the passage suddenly opened up with a dazzling glare into a larger space.
    

    
      ‘Wow!’
    

    
      I breathed another exclamation of awe. I hadn’t even imagined that there would be such an enormous space inside the pyramid, one just as big as the Hall of Honor in the Bajran Empire’s capital.
    

    
      ‘My god, you can even see the sky!’
    

    
      More astonishing was the fact that you could see the golden moon in the center of the hall’s ceiling, the same one I had seen on my flight here.
    

    
      ‘It’s floatation magic.’
    

    
      Nothing was supporting it—the golden moon was floating magnificently at the top of the pyramid. It was simply floating, as if enspelled with permanent magic.
    

    
      ‘Barrier magic is being used as a window… This is the work of an upper-circle mage, one almost at the 8th Circle…’
    

    
      It was shocking.
    

    
      It was unbelievable that there might be an 8th Circle mage other than Master Bumdalf on this continent. The thought simultaneously gave me chills. If there was an 8th Circle archmage here, it could put a real wrench in my plans to live a minimum of one hundred years.
    

    
      Flash. 
    

    
      As my tension rose, my mana core activated.
    

    
      ‘There are 50 warriors in total, and magic arrays scattered around. The place is perfectly protected.’
    

    
      There was an upper level around 100 meters ahead that looked like an altar. Smoke drifted from an enormous, 5 meter-wide brazier carved into a golden dragon, and the entire space was dominated by a pure fragrance.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      I swallowed nervously. Just before coming here, I was gulping greedily at the sight of wild wyvern flocks, but now, I was gulping due to danger.
    

    
      ‘Lokoroïa, hurry and show yourself!’
    

    
      If a wicked hag appeared like I expected, then I intended to hurl a Fire Ball at her face before making a run for it. If I wanted to get out of this place reeking with black magic in one piece, this was really my last chance.
    

    
      “Ashwepotia… armisdania…”
    

    
      ‘Eeek!’
    

    
      A low voice suddenly rang out in the hall, like some scene in a horror movie. Sounding kind of like the Temir language but not quite, the voice froze my heart solid.
    

    
      “Laikeshwi… forhadia!”
    

    
      Fwooooooosh! 
    

    
      As the voice abruptly grew in volume, a great pillar of flame appeared in the brazier. I would have clapped if it was a fire show, but the situation was super dangerous. Readying my mana core, I prepared for the danger to come.
    

    
      “Kneel! Lord of Nerman! Before you is the one chosen by Hadvaish, Father of Creation, the Mother of All People, Lokoroïa! Greet the Mother with honor!”
    

    
      A cold warning came from my back.
    

    
      ‘Jeez, I don’t even kneel to my own mother, you jerks! You’re asking for it!’
    

    
      
        Thud.
      
    

    
      Contrary to my feelings, I simply knelt. It wasn’t like kneeling would kill me, and I couldn’t cause a fuss before even meeting the leader of the Temir, Lokoroïa. I could think of kneeling as exercise, a way to loosen the stiff muscles in my legs from flying on Bebeto for so long.
    

    
      As I kneeled, I heard swishing, light footsteps approaching, and not just from one or two people, but at least ten. Considering the lightness of the steps, they were all women.
    

    
      Fwoooooosh. 
    

    
      Who knows how they did it, but the flame in the brazier billowed again.
    

    
      “Lahibahid ashwelaikaam hasiteia…”
    

    
      I couldn’t understand it, but a very pleasant-sounding chorus began to fill the hall. 
    

    
      “Raise your head, Lord of Nerman.”
    

    
      ‘Ehh?’
    

    
      A woman’s voice ordered me to raise my head. I expected the scratchy, grating voice of an evil, black mage hag, but what I heard was the young voice of a girl. I slowly raised my head.
    

    
      “...!!”
    

    
      And then, I froze.
    

    
      She was far away, but thanks to my mana-enhanced 20/20 vision, I could see the figure ahead of me very clearly.
    

    
      ‘A female child?’
    

    
      A woman, no, a girl, was sitting on a golden chair with a moon engraving at the foot of the altar. She looked maybe 15, at most.
    

    
      ‘Golden hair?’
    

    
      To my surprise, she had golden hair, which was uncommon even on the continent. It was bound with silver thread and cascaded smoothly over her black, lustrous priestess robe.
    

    
      ‘Haah, she’s totally adorable.’
    

    
      It was the complete opposite of what I had imagined. Coming in here, I would have wagered that there was a 90% chance that the Mother of All People was an evil witch, but the Great Shaman Lokoroïa sitting on the golden chair was a fifteen-year old girl in the prime of her youth.  She had translucent, pearly skin that obviously looked as if it was never exposed to the sun, slightly slanted eyes, violet eyes, a small nose, and lips to match.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      I swallowed again at this unexpected development.
    

    
      ‘Good going, you criminal, you.’
    

    
      While I was also still a young teenager, I ended up gaping at a girl three years my junior. The hormones flowing through my veins were lawless instigators that paid no heed to the time or place. 
    

    
      “Alright, why have you come all the way here? Here, where your life cannot be guaranteed…”
    

    
      Since she was like a god to the Temir, it seemed she was very used to speaking informally.
    

    
      ‘This young girl is the head honcho controlling the Temir?’
    

    
      I looked up at Lokoroïa, still in disbelief. She was being guarded by around ten women wearing black priestess robes embroidered with a golden moon.
    

    
      I really couldn’t believe it. At her age, I was just fooling around with things like my Playstation and Nintendo consoles. I couldn’t believe that someone younger than me possessed the wisdom to threaten the Bajran Empire. It might be possible if she had learned politics and tactics within the womb, but otherwise… I also noticed that even as she spoke, the girl named Lokoroïa did not conceal her great interest in me.
    

    
      ‘Something’s fishy.’
    

    
      My invisible “Detective Conan” senses were triggered.
    

    
      “Haha. I have come for an audience with the greatly prestigious Lokoroïa. You are more beautiful than rumored.”
    

    
      Starting off with my characteristic, easy laugh, I used my flattery skill.
    

    
      The girl could not conceal the happiness sparkling in her eyes at my very ordinary compliment.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      Just then, I saw it.
    

    
      There was a strange earring attached to the girl’s ear. Looking almost like a hearing aid, the earring was made with some kind of black material that wasn’t apparent to the eye.
    

    
      ‘A magic receiver!’
    

    
      I recognized it immediately. Among the magic knowledge I inherited from my instructor, a true master of magic, there was information about magic receivers like that.
    

    
      ‘I’ve got you now, you fox.’
    

    
      I had the niggling sense that this girl was being controlled by someone.
    

    
      “Refrain from uttering such nonsense. This is the Altar of the Moon where the Mother slumbers. Words spoken in vain will incite the rage of God.”
    

    
      In stark contrast to the guileless sparkle in her eyes, she spoke like an elder who had experienced everything the world had to offer.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, how cute.’
    

    
      I didn’t know the exact circumstances, but I could tell that the girl in front of me was being controlled.
    

    
      ‘She can even act. She would make huge waves as an idol.’
    

    
      I had the fleeting thought of maybe creating an entertainment company using this opportunity. With her cute appearance, her silvery voice, and a little dance and magic education, she could become an idol of unprecedented proportions.
    

    
      “I apologize, I meant no disrespect. To speak plainly, I have come to make a trade with the Temir people. I do not know who you are currently trading with, but I will provide everything you want for half the price. Not just provisions, but also the newest model of Blessed Spears.”
    

    
      After throwing the bait, I smiled widely. There was someone watching me from the shadows and controlling the so-called Great Shaman, Lokoroïa. As long as they were smarter than an orc, they would jump to accept my fantastic offer.
    

    
      And just as I expected, after a short period of silence, the girl opened her mouth as if she had received instructions from the receiver in her ear.
    

    
      “This matter cannot be rashly decided. A short meeting shall be conducted, so go back for now. You will be called before long.”
    

    
      “I understand. Then, I will see you soon.”
    

    
      ‘This is pretty fun.’
    

    
      Life wasn’t boring, but the feeling of uncovering a great secret was strangely exciting. After getting dismissed, I rapidly glanced around while following the guardian warriors outside the hall.
    

    
      ‘Over there.’
    

    
      Around 10 meters above the lass’ head was a sparkling black crystal. I could tell that was the thing being used to watch me.
    

    
      ‘Haah, but will they even give me dinner?’
    

    
      The only things I ate today were a few tasteless mountain potatoes. I missed the covert, where  a fried egg, white bread with honey, and meat soup were always waiting for me, a humble, but fulfilling meal.
    

    
      ‘This is why leaving the house invites toil and trouble…’
    

    
      That was what my mom always said whenever I came home dog-tired after a long day at school. The words of the elders were truly not wrong.
    

    
      Even with just some rice in hot water and a little kimchi, the food from home was really the best…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Is that man truly the Lord of Nerman?”
    

    
      “It seems so. According to the information from the dark merchant group, a rookie Skyknight with black hair and black eyes caused a ruckus in the Bajran Empire Royal Palace.”
    

    
      “I do not have a very good feeling about him. Those black eyes make me dislike him even more…”
    

    
      Lit under a small, dim red magic lamp flickering in the darkness, three people wearing black robes were conversing with serious expressions.
    

    
      “But the conditions are too good. It is truly mortifying that those despicable dark merchants have been taking advantage of us. We had to hide ourselves to prevent them from catching on, but if we convert all the gold ore we lost in our trades with them to money, it has to be tens of millions in the past 10 years. They sold those shoddy crap spears for 100,000 Gold each… Argh, as soon as we can walk freely in the world, I will dessicate their testicles!”
    

    
      “Do endure, we have not yet been able to open ‘his’ grave. Just endure until we can open it. If we can open that person’s grave and come to possess the power of despair, how could those paltry dark merchants possibly stand in our way? We would have the power to seize the entire continent.”
    

    
      “Huhu, that’s why we’ve been laying low here, after all.”
    

    
      No one was watching them, but the three figures hid their faces deep within their robes. Ominous mana was whirling around them.
    

    
      “What shall we do? Will we trade with the Lord of Nerman?”
    

    
      “We cannot take additional losses. We sent some of the Temir warrior trash recently and confirmed it, did we not. Nerman is no longer a place we can underestimate. That’s why this ‘lord’ got a whiff and crawled all the way here, is it not.”
    

    
      “Then it is decided, we shall trade with him. If we can even get new models of spears, then our military force will multiply manifold.”
    

    
      “Whew, we must quickly open that person’s grave. Only then will we be emancipated from the curse of the 5th Circle.”
    

    
      “Huhu. Worry not. The supposed reincarnation of Lokoroïa, that wench, will soon come of age. When that happens, that person’s grave will open. Just endure until then.”
    

    
      “Kukuku…”
    

    
      “For the glory of darkness…”
    

    
      In this room, which was sealed with silencing magic, the three black mages smiled ominously under their hoods.
    

    
      They still had no idea just what kind of person the Lord of Nerman, who had offered them a trade, was.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Munch munch.
      
    

    
      ‘Tasty.’
    

    
      They must have received guests quite often, because when dinnertime rolled around, food appeared. The meal even included meat, soup, and bread. It wasn’t as good as the food Lucia’s mom made, but hunger was the best seasoning.
    

    
      
        (PR/N: Man when are they gonna give Lucia’s mom a name lmao)
      
    

    
      I was given a huge amount of food, enough for several men, but I polished it all down. Replenishing my stamina so I could figure out the identity or identities of whoever was controlling Lokoroïa from the shadows was my top priority.
    

    
      ‘They should be coming about now.’
    

    
      Without the information I obtained from the Aishwen Chief and Kantahar, I wouldn’t have been able to adapt this quickly. If you know your enemy and you know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles, right?
    

    
      
        [TN: A quote from Sun Tzu’s ‘The Art of War.’]
      
    

    
      ‘But who produced that dark energy?’
    

    
      There were no mages—let alone dark mages—among the Temir who had invaded Nerman up until now.
    

    
      ‘Without a high degree of magic knowledge, building an incredible magic building like this is impossible. It must have been an archmage.’
    

    
      If the existence of this pyramid within the mountains was revealed in the continent, it could easily cause a huge furor—it was that amazing.
    

    
      ‘I’m jealous.’
    

    
      I was also a mage walking the long road of mana. The fact that I couldn’t even see the distant wall of the 7th Circle was a heavy weight on my shoulders. With magic, circle walls weren’t broken according to how much mana or knowledge one possessed.
    

    
      Only one thing could break a wall: enlightenment.
    

    
      Like a monk waking at the break of dawn and realizing the truth of the world from the birds chirping outside, thus achieving enlightenment, magic was also just as fickle. But besides Master, no other human was said to have reached the 8th Circle. It would be weird if I wasn’t jealous.
    

    
      “The Great Shaman has summoned you. Come outside,” shouted a warrior from outside the room.
    

    
      I left the room I was allotted. Since I was full and raring to go, from here on out, it was time for a battle of wits.
    

    
      ‘Lokoroïa… Heh.’
    

    
      The girl was as cute as her name.
    

    
      “Let us go.”
    

    
      I confidently bypassed the warrior, taking the lead on the road to meet a sight for the eyes.
    

    
      What else would this be other than yet another of life’s delights?
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I accept your proposal.”
    

    
      ‘Niiice!’
    

    
      Nodding her head, Lokoroïa agreed to the trade. 
    

    
      When I first came here, my goal was just to help the Temir, like Kantahar asked of me, but my goal changed. Now, I wanted to dissect this temple, the work of an archmage, and drag whoever was controlling Lokoroïa out into the open. From what I previously knew about the Temir, they weren’t much of a threat, but the people hiding here were very dangerous, so much so that they could possibly destroy Nerman’s hard-earned peace.
    

    
      “I am thankful for the Great Shama’s wise decision.”
    

    
      ‘She looks even cuter from closer up.’
    

    
      Lokoroïa was 20 meters away from me, with around 20 guardian warriors on either side between us, as well as 10 female shamans.
    

    
      “The first contract shall be to procure enough grain for 100,000 people to survive the winter.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      The first item in the shopping list was just as I had expected.
    

    
      “Second, we shall purchase 300 Blessed Spears, for a price of 50,000 Gold in empire currency per spear.”
    

    
      ‘!! 300 spears?’
    

    
      It was an extremely intense first trade. Even top-quality grain for 100,000 people over the winter could be bought for a few hundred thousand Gold, but 300 Blessed Spears was unexpected.
    

    
      ‘There must be a reason.’
    

    
      The way Lokoroïa spoke was completely unbefitting for a young girl not even twenty. From close up, I could see that the muscles of her face and way of speech were awkward, like a parrot imitating speech. 
    

    
      “Bringing you that many spears will take quite a long time.”
    

    
      “Why? Do you not have the ability?”
    

    
      “It is not about ability, but that my territory might be endangered if I were to sell 300 Blessed Spears to you. Before I can sell you the spears, please convene the leaders of the major tribes and give me a guarantee that your people will not invade Nerman.”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      “If you can give me a guarantee, then I will complete the trade before the end of the year.”
    

    
      Lokoroïa fell into deep thought at my words.
    

    
      “Alright, I shall do as you say.”
    

    
      “Then when…”
    

    
      “One week from now, every chief of my people will come for my coming-of-age ceremony. That is when I will give you the assurance you desire. You must fulfill your promise at that time as well.”
    

    
      ‘Coming-of-age ceremony?’ No matter how you put it, Lokoroïa only looked to be around fifteen years old, but she was already having a coming-of-age ceremony. ‘I guess it’s because people living in dangerous places have their coming-of-age ceremonies sooner?’
    

    
      It wasn’t something I should concern myself over when I was already so clueless about Temir customs.
    

    
      “I understand. One week from now, I will bring the spears.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “It is nothing. It is my honor to be graced by your appearance, which is nobler than moonlight itself.”
    

    
      I looked her in the eye and flattered her shamelessly.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Rendered speechless by my words, Lokoroïa flushed apple red. I took that as a sign that I had piqued her interest in me.
    

    
      Clap clap. 
    

    
      
        Thud.
      
    

    
      After a short moment of silence, the girl clapped her hands, which led one of the guardian warriors waiting on the side to throw a heavy leather pouch in front of me.
    

    
      “Open it, it is the money for the contract.”
    

    
      “You needn’t have bothered, we’re partners…”
    

    
      My actions betrayed my words. I hefted the pouch and took a look inside.
    

    
      ‘Woooot!!!’
    

    
      Like Kantahar said, it seemed the Temir had many gold and gem mines. Inside the leather pouch was a grape-sized diamond, a ruby the size of a goose egg, and various other jewels. I didn’t know the exact value, but this pouch alone would probably be an easy several hundred thousand Gold.
    

    
      ‘The losers can only survive by sticking together, anyway. It’ll be better to be on trading terms with the Temir instead of being enemies.’
    

    
      I had plenty of enemies all over the place. The only way to stand up to the pre-established powers ruling the continent was to make allies of the downtrodden and marginalized. In any case, be it the pirates or the Temir people, I was the only person who would extend a hand to them.
    

    
      “Then, I will see you again in exactly one week. May you enjoy good health until the day we meet again.”
    

    
      I was someone who met manners with manners. Bowing my head, I expressed my respect for the future Miss World.
    

    
      ‘Eat well and grow up fast. Cough cough.’
    

    
      I gave the girl one last look.
    

    
      Her adorably dimpled face still holding traces of baby fat, Lokoroïa’s uniquely violet eyes were sparkling at me.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 108: I’m Happy Because You’re Here
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “A black-colored fuel?”
    

    
      “Yes. Have you seen anything like that in the nearby mines? A black firewood that burns for a very long time when set aflame.”
    

    
      “I have.”
    

    
      “Really?! Where did you see it? Is it still there?”
    

    
      “Of course. In the past, our predecessors used it before switching to magic furnaces. It’s called artamian.”
    

    
      ‘I knew it. Who else but the dwarves would be so well-informed about coal?’
    

    
      Coal was not being used on the continent yet, but the dwarves knew the value of this source of fuel.
    

    
      “There’s a ton of it. There’s a huge mountain not far from our cave made completely of artamian, and plenty of it elsewhere in the Rual Mountains. But why do you ask? It smells and you can even be killed by the smoke.”
    

    
      The Dwarven Patriarch, Cassiars, was referring to carbon monoxide poisoning.
    

    
      “Please take me there. Or well, please briefly lend me a dwarf who can find the artamian.”
    

    
      “No problem. Artamian is something even young dwarves can locate.”
    

    
      “Thank you very much, Patriarch. The dwarves are truly my kin.”
    

    
      “Haha, this is nothing. Thanks to you, we dwarves are happy. Even without having to trade with untrustworthy humans, we can drink plenty of beer, have an abundance of food, and do what we love every day, so we can’t be more thankful. Kyre, let’s keep going like this until the day we die.”
    

    
      ‘Gosh, this old man. You’re stating the obvious. I would be very thankful if we could maintain this relationship across generations as well!’
    

    
      Patriarch Cassiars was thanking me for giving him so much to do. Pretty much all they required from me was beer, grain, and other kinds of food, but the dwarves gave so much goodwill in return that I couldn’t even put it into words. They made not just the sword at my hip, but enspelled armor, the gear used by the territory soldiers, as well the jewelry and luxurious ornaments for the Rubis Merchants to trade. If you calculated all that into money, it was an amount my territory wouldn’t be able to afford even if we sold the clothes off our backs.
    

    
      But despite that, the dwarves were happy to have work from me. Any desire to make them work like slaves forever vanished into the wind.
    

    
      “The dwarves are family to me. It is my belief that there’s no need to say thanks between family members. Patriarch Cassiars, I love and respect you.”
    

    
      “Kyre, I love you too, you rascal. No, our entire clan truly loves you.”
    

    
      Our versions of love might be a little different, but I held the Patriarch’s hand and spoke words from my heart.
    

    
      “That aside, how did the things I requested go…?”
    

    
      “Haha, who do you think we are? The goods you requested are being crafted according to plan. The broken mithril armor is getting melted down and made sturdier, and one ballista is being made every two days. Several of us are also making various weapons without rest, so don’t worry.”  
    

    
      “Thank you. I’ll treat you all big time to some beer very soon.”
    

    
      “Really?!”
    

    
      “Of course! Take my word for it!”
    

    
      “Ohh! Of course. What human other than you would I trust!”
    

    
      ‘Patriarch… Please don’t trust any human, including me.’
    

    
      Cassiars’ unrelenting trust in me nagged slightly at my conscience, but I steeled my heart. Like the Patriarch said, what the dwarves needed was beer and food, as well as an environment where they could work without rest—they were fully satisfied with that. Unlike humans, they didn’t need money, and the dwarves had zero greed or interest in accumulating wealth. All they wanted was to work with their hands until the day they died, striving to increase their craftsmanship. From a human’s perspective, it might not seem like a satisfying life, but that was due to a human’s greedy way of thinking.
    

    
      “Nerpopo!”
    

    
      “Yes, Patriarch!!!”
    

    
      Standing in the plaza where we were talking, the Patriarch called Nerpopo, a dwarf I was also familiar with.
    

    
      “Follow Kyre and find him a source of artamian.”
    

    
      “Understood, Patriarch.”
    

    
      “It’s cold outside, so wear some proper clothes and enough layers of them.”
    

    
      “Hehe, yes, sir,” giggled Nerpopo, rejoicing at the prospect of going outside.
    

    
      “I’m in your capable hands, Nerpopo.”
    

    
      “Aw shucks, you’re family to us, Kyre. No need to stand on ceremony.”
    

    
      Every time I met them, the dwarves gave me a sense of peace. I simply felt bad that these kind dwarves were betrayed by humans in the past.
    

    
      “Then, let’s go when you’re ready.”
    

    
      “I’ll be back in just a moment.”
    

    
      Knowing we would ride on Bebeto, Nerpopo ran into his house like a whirlwind.
    

    
      “But Kyre, are the people up north doing well these days?”
    

    
      “Pardon? The people up north?”
    

    
      “You know, the people who call themselves the Temir.”
    

    
      ‘Oh? He knows about the Temir?’
    

    
      “They were invading the territory until not long ago, but they’re quiet now. Did something happen?”
    

    
      “N-No.”
    

    
      Patriarch Cassiars clearly knew something but was trying to hide it from me. I didn’t miss the flash of fear in his eyes and the way his face stiffened when speaking about the Temir.
    

    
      “Be careful. They’re dangerous. In the past, our ancestors got kidnapped by them. Be particularly cautious of the shamans wearing black… Our predecessors said they weren’t human.”
    

    
      “I see…”
    

    
      In a few days, I would be going to meet the Temir, who were somehow connected to the dwarven ancestors.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, there aren’t many days left in the year.’
    

    
      It was already the last month of the cold winter.
    

    
      Kallian had twelve months in a year, just like Earth, and in the last month of the continent, I would be going to see Lokoroïa.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “This place looks about right. Please clear the snow.”
    

    
      There were apparently coal mines all over the Rual Mountains. Since they were so numerous, I took the liberty of searching only mountains near the developed road. We eventually ended up all the way at a place where Fort Ciaris could be seen. Nerpopo pointed at a place among the snow-covered mountains.
    

    
      “Trees cannot live for long in places where artamian mines exist. That’s why there aren’t any big trees here, and if you get close, you can catch the strong, unique smell of artamian.”
    

    
      As if to prove he was a dwarf with a dog’s sense of smell when it came to minerals, Nerpopo sniffed out a smell that I couldn’t possibly perceive.
    

    
      “Please stand back a bit.”
    

    
      After asking Nerpopo to back off, I prepared to fire a spell.
    

    
      ‘If I want to overturn the earth…’
    

    
      Countless spells came to mind. These days, my mana core would react immediately at the mere thought of magic. My mana breathing technique was always unique, but the more I practiced it, the shorter the magic casting delay became.
    

    
      
        “Earth Mow!!!”
      
    

    
      I picked Earth Mow, an earth-attribute spell. Responding to my chant, mana slipped out of my mana core, combining with the mana in the atmosphere.
    

    
      ‘Beautiful.’
    

    
      The flow of mana was invisible to the eye of a regular person without much mana sensitivity. But after breaking the wall of the 6th Circle and becoming even more familiar with mana, I could now clearly see the fusion of the mana as the spell formed. Thousands, no, millions, of small mana lights race forward, clumping together and rapidly expanding. Like nuclear atoms fusing to create enormous power, the mana transformed thousands of… no, tens of thousands of times in mere moments.
    

    
      Craaaaaaaash! 
    

    
      Then, they surged towards the place I desired, acting on the world as ‘magic’.
    

    
      Ruuuuuuumble. 
    

    
      As expected of a 5th Circle spell, Earth Mow created a huge hole in the mountain in front of me.
    

    
      Debris from the blast rolled down the mountain to my feet.
    

    
      ‘Coal!!!’
    

    
      I was able to confirm it with my own eyes—it was coal, the lustrous black combustible made mostly of carbon. It was obvious from the way it gleamed that it was high quality coal with outstanding combustibility and high duration.
    

    
      “This is good quality artamian, a rare find.”
    

    
      Running over, Nerpopo examined the coal.
    

    
      “Haha, thank you, Nerpopo.”
    

    
      “Compared to what you’ve done for us, this much is nothing,” said Nerpopo, as modest as ever.
    

    
      “In that case, please find a few more places for me.”
    

    
      “Hehe, alright. After being in the cave for so long, I don’t want to go back yet either.”
    

    
      ‘With this much, we should have more than enough for hundreds of years.’
    

    
      The coal mountain looked to be several hundred meters high at a single glance. It was only 2 km away from Fort Ciaris, so it would be easy to access. The workers would be cold while mining and transporting the coal, but the hardships of a few men would make the lives of many, including themselves, much easier. If hundreds of thousands of people could be happy thanks to the hard work of several thousand, that was a worthwhile trade.
    

    
      Whooooosh. 
    

    
      As was befitting of the rumored winter, snow was piled up on the trees and flew off in powdery gusts. The pure-white snow chilled my face.
    

    
      ‘It’s a truly beautiful place.’
    

    
      Looking around, I surveyed my land. This was my land, one that I had to protect and maintain. Before I knew it, this place had become my dream and my homeland, a place I loved more than Earth.
    

    
      I had no reservations about sweating and toiling for the sake of this land.
    

    
      Nerman.
    

    
      Nerman had become a place I could no longer live without.
    

    
      My tenacious love was already fired from Cupid’s Bow, and nothing could ever stop it...
      

    

    
      ‘It’s a relief that the coal mining could be started without delay.’
    

    
      That day, Nerpopo found five coal mines. A human would have never been able to achieve such a feat, but a whopping five of them were miraculously found in a single day. He told me it was actually much easier because it was winter. When the forests grew dense with leaves, the smell of nature obscured the scent of the coal.
    

    
      ‘I also dispatched two flights of wyverns, the miners should be safe.’
    

    
      1,000 slaves familiar with limestone mining and people needing work were loaded onto carriages and dispatched to one of the coal mines. I also sent the beastmen and all seven of the mages there, since mages seemed necessary as well. We needed the coal fast, not after a long period of mining, so I invested a large number of personnel to quickly finish the job and acquire plenty of coal to make it through the winter.
    

    
      ‘The spears are all ready, too. After sending part of the grain taken as taxes to Orakk Castle, everything will be ready to go.’
    

    
      At first, I was fine, but as Lokoroïa’s coming-of-age ceremony drew near, my heart began to feel strangely anxious. I somehow had the feeling I wouldn’t be able to come back to the territory for a while, so I rushed Derval and the knights to get everything done. 
    

    
      ‘But why…do I feel this uneasy?’
    

    
      It wasn’t too late to renege on the promise with the Temir. Not a single person in the world would condemn me for doing so, other than the Temir themselves. However, my pride would not allow that. At the very least, I was someone who could take responsibility for my words. That was my idea of a man born with balls, at least.
    

    
      ‘When spring comes, things’ll get busy. The Laviter bastards could come rushing in at any time.’
    

    
      Among the enemies I had left, the Laviter Empire was the biggest pain in the ass. My head hurt just thinking about them. They were enemies we’d have to butt heads with at some point anyway, but for the current Nerman, they were simply too strong.
    

    
      ‘If they just gave us one more year, we wouldn’t have anything to fear, even from them…’
    

    
      There was no guarantee we could easily win, like in the battle with the Havis Kingdom. Laviter was rumored in the continent to be an aggressive, militaristic empire. Every one of their knights and soldiers were rumored to be elites.
    

    
      “...Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      “...!!”
    

    
      I was intently concentrating on my thoughts when I suddenly heard someone call me from behind.
    

    
      “L-Lady Aramis.”
    

    
      Aramis had approached without me knowing and was smiling brightly.
    

    
      “You seemed to be thinking about something important, I hope I am not interrupting…”
    

    
      Aramis always had greater consideration for others than herself. Her small lips moved conscientiously.
    

    
      “Not at all. Also, how could there be anything more important than seeing you, Lady Aramis? Hahaha.”
    

    
      I fired a refreshing smile towards Aramis, whose mere appearance bolstered my strength.
    

    
      “Pft, you say that, but you haven’t visited me at all lately…” she said, making a demure expression.
    

    
      My heart warmed to see a woman who only ever showed a submissive attitude expressing her sincere feelings.
    

    
      “That’s why Lady Aramis came to see me instead, no? If I come to visit every day, people will misunderstand. To be more precise, those paladins who worship you like a god will request a duel.”
    

    
      “Hmph. Since when were you ever scared of the paladins… It’s all because you don’t want to see me, isn’t it? I’m right, aren’t I?”
    

    
      Unlike her words, Aramis’ eyes were full of happiness. I was happy just looking at her, happy that we could be together in the same place, breathing the same air.
    

    
      “Then how about today? I will accompany you and have some fun, so will you please forgive me?”
    

    
      “After I see your performance. You can’t say this and just try to coax me by giving me another ride on Bebeto.”
    

    
      “Of course, just believe in me.”
    

    
      “Hoho, alright. I’ll believe you once.”
    

    
      It was said that if you love someone, even shyness will turn into confidence. Since the first time we met, Aramis had become more mature, but also more womanly.
    

    
      “Let us be off, my lady.”
    

    
      Gesturing to the door, I escorted Aramis, who couldn’t conceal her happiness at my gentlemanly act.
    

    
      ‘I apologize. And thank you.’
    

    
      I spoke the words I couldn’t say out loud in my heart, sending all my feelings right now with a warm gaze towards her.
    

    
      I truly felt that even if no one but Aramis could understand me in this world, that would be enough.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Ruuuuuuuuumble!
      
    

    
      “Wow! The strength of a spirit is incredible!”
    

    
      An intermediate earth spirit, a Gnomae, sent waves rippling through the frozen ground, creating a slope. It would have taken hundreds of people several days of shoveling to achieve what the Gnomae did in an instant.
    

    
      ‘I finally have some time off.’
    

    
      Outside of the Denfors castle walls, the land showed no traces of the bloody battle that had taken place very recently. With Gnomae’s help and nearly all of my mana, I turned the ground into a 100-meter tall slope.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Ta-da! The perfect sledding site is open for business!’
    

    
      Because of the enemy invasion, even the Festival of Sapphire was cancelled. However, I secretly thought up various entertainment facilities for the children of Nerman, the little fighters who had held onto life despite constant hunger and stringent parents. I even thought about making a theme park with the dwarves once the territory was stable. We weren’t quite there yet, so I had to be satisfied with just this for now.
    

    
      “But why did you make such a big hill?”
    

    
      “My liege… What do you intend to do with this…”
    

    
      The busy Derval looked doubtfully at the mound of dirt.
    

    
      “Derval, order the carpenters to make sleds. They should be made of light materials, around 20 cm tall and a simple wooden floor. The areas around the seat should be wrapped with soft leather to prevent injury.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Derval should be used to my weird orders by now, but it seemed he was really puzzled this time.
    

    
      “200 of them will be more than enough.”
    

    
      “U-Understood.”
    

    
      Knowing I wouldn’t say it twice, Derval nodded.
    

    
      “Gnomae, cover the hill completely with all the snow around here.”
    

    
      Gnomae, which hadn’t yet returned to the Spirit Realm, moved through the frozen ground without resistance. With great ease, it pushed the 50 cm high snow drifts onto the newly made sledding hill.
    

    
      “Are you making a snowman?”
    

    
      As if she was happy to be doing anything with me, no matter what it was, Aramis clapped excitedly.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then?”
    

    
      “Who knows, you need not wait long to find out.”
    

    
      Around 50 paladins had followed us all the way from covert. Standing at least 20 meters away from Aramis, their guard was watertight. They were also straining their ears to listen in on our conversation, so I couldn’t converse with her at ease. I could feel from their gazes that if I even hinted at casual speech, they would accuse me of insulting a divine being and risk their lives to attack me.
    

    
      ‘It’s done!’
    

    
      The very obedient Gnomae quickly finished the job.
    

    
      “You can go back now, Gnomae.”
    

    
      Gnomae nodded, then instantly returned to the Spirit Realm.
    

    
      “Is it all finished?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      After looking at the sledding hill once, Aramis turned to gaze at me. I took her hand.
    

    
      Zing. 
    

    
      The moment I brought her silky smooth hand into mine, the aura of the paladins immediately changed.
    

    
      “All of you, stay put. There’s no need to be so on guard. Aramis is the person I value more than any other in this world.”
    

    
      These paladins needed to be taught their place. Releasing my mana, I pressed the bristling aura of the paladins into the ground.
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      
        Whumph, whumph.
      
    

    
      Picking Aramis up, I leapt up the hill almost as if flying.
    

    
      “Oh my!” Aramis breathed in surprise, wrapping her cute arms around my embrace.
    

    
      “Alrighty, please hold onto this.”
    

    
      I took off the cloak on my back and spread it on the ground with a flutter.
    

    
      “Why this?”
    

    
      Still unaware of the joys of sledding, Aramis blinked her large eyes at me.
    

    
      Holding onto her slightly with one hand, I simply sat down onto the cloak with her in front of me.
    

    
      “Here we go!”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Swish. 
    

    
      My cloak began to fly down the snow with lightning speed.
    

    
      “Ahhhhhh!”
    

    
      Surprised by the speed, Aramis screamed as we swept down the hill. Despite my warning, the paladins instinctively gathered as soon as they heard Aramis’ surprised shout.
    

    
      Woooooosh. 
    

    
      It wasn’t quite as thrilling as Bebeto’s acrobatic stunts, but the sledding hill won 100/100 points for fun factor. We descended from a 100 meter height in a few seconds, then continued to slide 50 meters with the momentum.
    

    
      

    

    
      Because everything had happened in an instant, Aramis let out a long sigh in my embrace.
    

    
      “S-Saintess!”
    

    
      The paladins came running over in concern.
    

    
      “Hohoho. Lord Kyre! That was really fun!” With an exhilarated laugh, Aramis turned to look at me, her eyes dancing with mirth. “Let’s do it again!”
    

    
      As if returning to her days as a young girl, she eagerly dragged me back to the hill, my hand in hers.
    

    
      “Of course. I will give you a ride until the sun sets.”
    

    
      “Really?! Thank you!”
    

    
      Aramis jumped up and down in excitement. I grinned at her, completely unaware that her joyful appearance would result in me very nearly fulfilling my easily-spoken promise of giving her a ride until the sun set.
    

    
      “Hohoho. I’m so happy.”
    

    
      Aramis was someone who delighted in even the smallest of joys.
    

    
      Gazing at her sparkling eyes, I smiled at her.
    

    
      
        I’m happy because you’re here, Aramis…
      
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 109: Dragonia
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Why do I feel so restless whenever I think about the Elven Village?’
    

    
      Yesterday, I ended up entertaining Aramis until sunset, well, actually, long after sunset. Aramis and I sled down the hill so many times that my magic-strengthened cloak got ripped.
    

    
      Aramis’ childlike mirth and joyful appearance that did not tire of such a simple pleasure was utterly lovable, even when I thought about it the day after.
    

    
      “Sigh…”
    

    
      In contrast, I couldn’t help but sigh when Bebeto began his descent into the Elven Village. I didn’t really do anything wrong, but I felt apologetic when I thought about the elves, and Narmias in particular. I was told that the elven form of love differed from human love, but my heart felt pained to be the one constantly on the receiving side.
    

    
      We passed the illusion magic protecting the Elven Village.
    

    
      ‘It’s winter here, too.’
    

    
      They could easily use magic to make it feel like spring, but the Elves were enjoying the winter as is. The Elven Village nestled between massive trees was covered in snow like any other place.
    

    
      As soon as Bebeto landed in the Elven Village’s clearing, a certain figure appeared as usual.
    

    
      “Narmias…”
    

    
      The elven woman was smiling brightly with inexplicable joy. Her blue-tinted silver hair looked like an elegant spring flower blooming in a field of snow.
    

    
      “Blessings of the silver branch be upon thee…”
    

    
      Running over, Narmias spread out her hands in the greetings of the elves. Another woman might have jumped boldly into my arms, but this one was satisfied just by getting to see me.
    

    
      “Have you been well?”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      Narmias, who was nearly 60 years old—though elves had a different notion of age than humans—nodded shyly at my simple greeting. 
    

    
      “I have presents here. Please distribute them to the other elves.”
    

    
      The elves did not desire jewels or material objects like humans did. During the road construction, they cried tears of joy over regular bread, so I simply filled a large basket with wheat bread and packed it on Bebeto’s back, even putting temperature preservation magic on it to protect it from the cold.
    

    
      “On behalf of all of us, thank you for your noble spirit.”
    

    
      A few pieces of bread earned me such high praise.
    

    
      “Didn’t you want to see me?”
    

    
      “Huh? U-Um… I…”
    

    
      Holding the basket of bread, I jumped down right next to Narmias, then looked into her Lake Baikal-like eyes as I made a playful remark. Narmias ducked her head, flustered.
    

    
      ‘Won’t the heavens punish me with lightning at this rate?’
    

    
      It was terrifying to think of all the exhilarating memories I’ve had with many different women. I’d already kissed several of them, and shared ambiguous gazes with several others, a feat only a real playboy would be able to achieve.
    

    
      ‘Do as you please! I’m gonna live like this and croak like this!!’
    

    
      Morally speaking, my life had a thousand points to be ashamed of, but I decided to just go for it. It would be one thing if I were still in 21st century Korea, but this was a different world with a different culture. I would preserve what I could of my conscience and live to the fullest. If I didn’t, I would be crushed by the constant pangs of my conscience.
    

    
      “I wanted to see you. I saw Lord Kyre’s face in each and every one of the falling snowflakes, even the wind at night reminded me of your breath, making me unable to fall asleep. My soul and heart yearned only for you, my eyes saw only you, my lips felt the breath filled with your warm love, my hair remembered your hand, my hands, my clothes… All the things I did with Lord Kyre made me flounder in the valley of joy. I love you… The master of my breath…”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Scintillations rippled down my entire body at Narmias’ trance-like whisper. It was the first time in my life that someone proposed their love to me as if singing a poem.
    

    
      Swish. 
    

    
      I lightly embraced Narmias. The airplate obscured the feeling of her in my arms, but I just wanted to hold her.
    

    
      “Haa…”
    

    
      Even this light hug made Narmias breathe a long sigh of contentment. Her fragrant, sweet breath tempted me to my soul.
    

    
      “Mmph…”
    

    
      My lips touched hers, and slender, long arms wrapped around my neck.
    

    
      

    

    
      An uncontrollable flame surged up from the depths of my chest.
    

    
      It was sweet.
    

    
      No other expression came to mind. Her lips were as sweet as honey, no, like fragrant ice wine.
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      I explored Narmias’ lips for who knows how long, until prickly gazes from all around us snapped me back to my senses. My eyes, which I’d unconsciously closed at some point, jumped open.
    

    
      ‘Kek!’
    

    
      The elves, whose footsteps had always been lighter than a rabbit’s, were watching us. The entire village appeared to be watching this ‘Rated 15 and over lovey dovey action film’ unfolding in the middle of the day.
    

    
      ‘First time seeing someone kiss? Jeez.’
    

    
      I was embarrassed, no, actually mortified.
    

    
      Yes, I was someone who lived outrageously with no shame, but there were certain things I wanted to keep private.
    

    
      “Hoho, how nice to see. It’s my first time seeing an elf exchange breaths in the middle of the day.”
    

    
      Walking through the crowd of elves, Elder Parciano burst out in hearty laughter. A matter like this would have invited plenty of teasing in human society, but the elder simply looked satisfied at the sight.
    

    
      That the other elves were the same as Parciano was evidence that the elves had a different culture from humans. They weren’t gulping or giving us ambiguous, perverted looks, but awed expressions, as if witnessing a sacred tableau.
    

    
      “Blessings of the silver branch be upon thee… It is good to see you, Elder.”
    

    
      “Have you been well?”
    

    
      “Yes, by virtue of your deep concern.”
    

    
      “That’s a relief. The smell of blood has been drifting in from the plains lately, so I wondered if something had happened.”
    

    
      ‘Do you have a dog’s nose? This place is so far from the plains, my god.’
    

    
      As expected of an ancient mountain spirit, the elder accurately inferred the war between Nerman and Havis. He was truly someone who could never be underestimated.
    

    
      “Narmias, go ahead and distribute the bread before it cools.”
    

    
      “Yes, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘They say a woman grows bolder with love.’
    

    
      Narmias was even less embarrassed than me. The sight of her kissing me was broadcasted to the entire elven clan, but her face lacked a single shred of embarrassment. Rather, the other elven women seemed to be embarrassed in her stead.
    

    
      “But why have you come to visit on this cold winter day? Did you want to see Narmias that badly?” asked Parciano bluntly. Because he had seen more of the world than the other elves, he had a fairly good grasp of human nature and sensed that I had a different motive.
    

    
      “Naturally, I did want to see Narmias, However, I also had something I urgently needed to tell you, Elder…”
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      The elves could be called a fount of knowledge. The stories passed on through word of mouth through the generations of elves was more reliable than what was written in the human history books.
    

    
      “It is regarding the Temir tribes.”
    

    
      “Mm… It seems to be an important conversation. Come to my house.”
    

    
      At the mention of the Temir, the elder closed his eyes a little and moaned.
    

    
      ‘He knows something.’
    

    
      The Dwarven Patriarch was the same, and considering the way the Elven Elder’s expression changed, I could tell there was some kind of weighty truth behind the Temir tribes, something I definitely needed to know about.
      

    

    
      “Ohh! Only a few days left until the long-awaited day...”
    

    
      There weren’t many days left until the continent’s last month. Among the twelve months, the 12th month was the only one given to the God of Evil, Kerma. The ominous light of the black Luena Moon was waning in the sky. Soon, the darkness of the final day of the 12th month would be upon them.
    

    
      Looking into the sky, the three black mages reveled in the turbulence to come.
    

    
      “Kuku, if we can obtain that person’s power, all the demon beasts and monsters here, as well as the Temir, will be reborn as an army of darkness. An army with the might to topple every empire and kingdom on the continent with ease shall be born!”
    

    
      “How long have we waited for this moment… our resentment has grown to the brink of explosion during this disgraceful and humiliating time, but the Great Kerma never abandoned us.”
    

    
      The mages spoke of nebulous things as they stood upon the empty Temir altar and looked into the wide open sky.
    

    
      “But what shall we do about the one named Kyre?”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Huhu. His magic power is not to be taken lightly. If he becomes the general of our immortal army…”
    

    
      “Oh! A marvelous idea!”
    

    
      “Fantastic. If he becomes a general, we will have absolutely nothing to fear.”
    

    
      Their faces hidden deep within their black robes, the black mages plotted against the Lord of Nerman, Kyre.
    

    
      “Alright, let us go inside now. We must maintain our mana at the best condition for the sake of that day.”
    

    
      “It is becoming steadily more difficult to control the bitch Lokoroïa. She is constantly trying to free herself from the Teardrop of Restraint, as if daring anyone to think she’s not from the Dragonia Clan.”
    

    
      “Huhu. She struggles in vain; there isn’t much time left. Until her awakening after the coming-of-age ceremony, she is merely a slave bound by the Teardrop of Restraint.”
    

    
      The three black mages, who cursed Lokoroïa as a bitch, put blind faith in the Teardrop of Restraint, the secret drug they had used 10 years ago. It enabled a mental control spell that one could never escape, unless they were an archmage or high level priest.
    

    
      Throughout the years, these three had used the Teardrop of Restraint to nurture a terrifying scheme within the temple at the very heart of the Temir, in such secrecy that not a single person in the world was aware of their machinations.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “D-Dragon?”
    

    
      “Indeed. I wouldn’t be surprised if this is not recorded in human history. In the first place, a dragon must thoroughly hide its identity as a dragon whenever it is out amusing itself. Such is the condition the gods imposed upon the dragons that descended to the Middle Realm.”
    

    
      ‘Damn, I didn’t expect a dragon to suddenly come up. Do I believe it, or not?’
    

    
      There were records related to dragons in the Imperial Library as well, but they had become myths, like fairy tales for children. They hadn’t appeared in human history for thousands of years, so everything related to the dragons was treated on this continent as fanciful tales from the ancients.
    

    
      “The Temir race was the first race of mankind to appear on this continent, before any other. According to the song passed down from our ancestors, the Temir people are dragonia—in other words, they are descendants from a dragon’s union with a human during its time of amusement.”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      Parciano’s words were unbelievable. How could the uncivilized Temir people be the descendents of a dragon, an existence that was called the ruler of the Middle Realm and the Master of Magic, even if they were merely the aftermath of a dragon’s fun?
    

    
      “What are the characteristics of a dragonia? If they are really the descendants of a dragon, wouldn’t they be incredibly powerful?”
    

    
      This matter was related to the safety of my territory, so I pressed Elder Parciano for more information.
    

    
      “They’re not very different from humans. Though, they do have slightly more aptitude for magic than humans.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      ‘What? Then what’s all this fuss about being a dragon’s descendant?’
    

    
      “However, sometimes, descendants with pure blood are occasionally born among them. The Temir call such people shamans, and the one with the strongest aura among them is appointed to the position of Great Shaman.”
    

    
      “What? G-Great Shaman?”
    

    
      The current Great Shaman of the Temir was Lokoroïa, meaning that that mere sprout of a kid was a true descendant of a dragon.
    

    
      “Of course, they are also restricted by a condition.”
    

    
      “What exactly do you mean by condition?” I asked, straining my ears to focus on this unimaginable information.
    

    
      “They must undergo an awakening.”
    

    
      ‘An awakening?’
    

    
      “An unawakened shaman is only a little better than a regular human.”
    

    
      “What happens if they are able to awaken?”
    

    
      “An awakened shaman… one should run away.” Even the prideful Elven Elder said without hesitation to run away. “It isn’t known in the continent, but there are occasionally Awakened among the Temir shamans. Upon their awakening, they shed the restrictions of mana, instantly becoming upper-circle mages. Was it, oh, around 1,500 years ago? There was a shaman who achieved a more outstanding awakening than usual. In just a few years, they became an incredible mage, reaching the 8th Circle in no time.”
    

    
      ‘The 8th Circle in just a few years—!’
    

    
      Reaching the 8th Circle in a few years was like waking up and winning the lottery. At the mention of the 8th Circle, I recalled the archmage aura I had perceived in the Temir temple.
    

    
      “Moreover, an Awakened unconsciously exudes Dragon Fear, something only a dragon can possess. Dragon Fear causes all demon beasts and monsters to submit. Naturally, any mages or knights who intend to fight such an Awakened must pre-emptively use a mental attack. Otherwise, there’s absolutely no way to win.”
    

    
      “Even if you and the other elves come forward?”
    

    
      “I’ve never experienced it myself, so I can’t say. But there is a warning passed down from our ancestors. If an Awakened dragonia ever treads the path of a black mage, hunker down with bated breath until the Awakened disappears from the world.”
    

    
      ‘Black mage!’
    

    
      Even with my nerves of steel, I couldn’t help but be alarmed. The energy I perceived from the temple was unmistakably the cold and ominous aura characteristic of dark magic.
    

    
      ‘I couldn’t feel powerful mana from Lokoroïa’s body. She has definitely not awakened yet.’
    

    
      “Does a coming-of-age ceremony happen to have anything to do with the awakening?”
    

    
      “I can’t say for sure.”
    

    
      Lokoroïa’s coming-of-age ceremony is happening in three days. The uneasiness I’d been feeling the last few days weighed heavily on my heart.
    

    
      ‘Something must be afoot.’
    

    
      It bothered me that I didn’t know exactly what was going on. The black magic I felt in the Temir temple, the unawakened dragonia under the control of an unknown party, and the coming-of-age ceremony… All the puzzling factors whirled messily in my head like a brain teaser.
    

    
      “But why do you ask? Is something happening with the Temir?”
    

    
      “No, not yet.”
    

    
      ‘Lokoroïa...'
    

    
      I said there was nothing going on, but I was anxious. If Lokoroïa achieved her awakening and became a black mage...
    

    
      The thought alone was terrifying. Even between two 8th Circle archmages, the black mage would possess stronger destructive force. It was standard knowledge in the magic world that a regular white mage would never be able to win, even with offensive magic of the same circle.
    

    
      ‘For now, I’ll face her head-on. And if she walks the path of a black mage, then…”
    

    
      My thoughts were a jumbled mess, but the answer was simple.
    

    
      If you were killed while racing towards your goal, that was that. Of course, you couldn’t blame anyone but yourself for your demise.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 110: The Coming-of-Age Ceremony’s Uninvited Guests
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Make sure you teach that when artamian is burned, it must absolutely be done in a furnace with a chimney, and it should be stored in a place with good circulation.”
    

    
      “I will keep that in mind.”
    

    
      “Do not forget that used up fuel should be buried in a deep hole far from the castle.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege.”
    

    
      “Did the wheat I wanted sent to Orakk Castle get there?”
    

    
      “The last transport was sent yesterday and should be arriving around tomorrow.”
    

    
      It was the morning of my departure to the Temir temple. I called Derval and left instructions on important matters.
    

    
      “Even during my absence, be sure to handle everything according to plan.”
    

    
      “You can leave without worries, sir.”
    

    
      I also wanted to see the knights before I left, but monsters were popping up everywhere, driven by hunger, so there was no time. The territory was still far from stability and relentlessly demanded hard work from my people.
    

    
      ‘Why do I feel so lonely today, of all days?’
    

    
      As if I wouldn’t be able to return for a long time, my eyes lingered fondly on everything around me.
    

    
      “But my liege…” began Derval carefully.
    

    
      “Hm? Do you have something to say?”
    

    
      “Do you have something troubling you? These last few days, you have not eaten well and your expression has been dark. Is there a problem I am unaware of…?”
    

    
      As someone who knew me better than anyone else, Derval had noticed my abnormal behavior.
    

    
      “It is nothing. Instead of worrying about me, Sir Derval should watch his own health. Every time I see your increasingly thin body, I think it is all my fault as your foolish lord.”
    

    
      “I-I apologize.”
    

    
      Not many words were necessary between the two of us, who supported and trusted each other.
    

    
      “Take care of the territory for me.”
    

    
      “Please have a safe trip. The lives of hundreds of thousands of Nerman’s residents are in your hands, my liege.”
    

    
      My trip was already decided, so Derval did not try to stop me. Instead, he flashed me a bright grin.
    

    
      And in response, I thumped Derval’s shoulders twice before turning around.
    

    
      ‘Oh man! Why can’t someone just stop me!’ My footsteps were as heavy as a pig’s when getting led to the slaughterhouse. Feeling pained, I resolutely opened the office door. ‘Derval, won’t you stop me just this once?’
    

    
      Opening the door, I turned to look at Derval one last time.
    

    
      
        Nod.
      
    

    
      He nodded slightly, his eyes full of trust.
    

    
      Creaaak. 
    

    
      Kerchunk. 
    

    
      The door closed behind me, leaving only the Temir temple ahead.
    

    
      ‘My godddd!!’ With that, I had no choice but to leave, heading off to stop the awakening of Lokoroïa, someone who could—if things went awry—become the ruler of the entire continent.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      ‘What’s with all this snow flying around!’
    

    
      The 300 Blessed Spears we seized from the Havis Kingdom Skyknights were loaded onto Bebeto’s back and strung on his feet as if he were a wyvern packmule. As we flew, the heavens poured tons of snow on our heads, completely oblivious to my anxious heart. It was like slapping someone already on the verge of tears. The snow whirling down and covering the mountains sounded truly mournful to my ears.
    

    
      
        Thump thump thump thump thump thump.
      
    

    
      Before I knew it, we were at the village of the Aishwen Tribe, where drumbeats rang out upon my appearance. 
    

    
      Swoooooosh. 
    

    
      Knowing that the people here had no intent to attack, Bebeto landed in the village clearing without any direction from me. Normally, I would want to praise him for being so smart, but today, I felt like cursing him instead.
    

    
      ‘Did they come to escort me?’
    

    
      Three wyverns that didn’t belong to the Aishwen Tribe were already in the clearing.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre!”
    

    
      He wasn’t even my subordinate, but calling me a lord came naturally to Kantahar now. As soon as I landed, he greeted me with a bright smile.
    

    
      “What are you doing, quickly get on.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      There was no time to dilly dally—the kiddo’s coming-of-age ceremony was supposed to begin this evening. Kantahar, the representative of the Aishwen Tribe, clambered up one of Bebeto’s outstretched wings, climbing into the back seat with a big leather bag.
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      “It’s not much, just a few trifling gifts our tribe prepared for the Mother’s coming-of-age ceremony.”
    

    
      “Is it gold?”
    

    
      “No… It’s only a few jewels.”
    

    
      ‘A few? Bro, do you think my eyes are there for show?’
    

    
      A single glance revealed that there was easily over 1 million Gold worth of jewels packed in the leather bag.
    

    
      ‘Wait, then just how many frickin’ gems is she going to get today?’
    

    
      During the birthday celebration of the Bajran Empire’s ruler, an incredible barrage of gifts had streamed in. If the Aishwen Tribe, the smallest of the 50 or so tribes, was bringing this much, then you could imagine just how many gems the other tribes would be offering.
    

    
      ‘Dammit, one of us is holding back tears as they fly into a den of evil, while the other is chilling and throwing a frickin’ jewel party.’
    

    
      That being said, if I really wanted to, I could wheedle the dwarves and operate a gemstone mine. While drinking, Cassiars had boasted that they had more large gem mines than you could count with your fingers and toes combined. However, that was one thing. I was still super jealous that someone else was getting jewels by the truckful.
    

    
      “Hold on tight!”
    

    
      After Kantahar got on board, the waiting Temir Skyknights went aloft.
    

    
      Swooooosh. 
    

    
      Bebeto surged into the air, turning towards the temple of the Temir. He didn’t have Google Maps on him, but he was a smart little bird who always remembered the path to a place he’d been before.
    

    
      Bam! 
    

    
      Guaaaaaaaaaa! 
    

    
      Despite flying very well, I gave Bebeto’s body an irritated kick.
    

    
      “Oi! Fly properly, will you! The snow is hitting me!”
    

    
      How could Bebeto possibly block the falling snow? Bebeto, the poor, blameless target of my anger, shut his maw and put more strength into his wings.
    

    
      Swooooooosh. 
    

    
      As the clock ticked, we drew steadily nearer to the devil’s den, a Bowser’s lair without a pretty Princess Peach for me to save.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘A-Are these all Temir wyverns?’
    

    
      The information we had about the Temir was oh so very wrong.
    

    
      The wide clearing of the temple was crawling with hundreds of Temir wyverns, wyverns that seemingly emerged from nowhere.
    

    
      A chill ran down my spine. If the Temir took all of the wyverns here and attacked Nerman, I wouldn’t be able to fight them all off.
    

    
      When Bebeto, a wyvern clearly different from the others, appeared in the sky above the temple, Guardian Warriors rushed out to meet us, clearly having anticipated our arrival.
    

    
      “Confirm the quantity!”
    

    
      Then, without asking for permission, they attempted to remove the leather pouches filled with spears strung on Bebeto’s body.
    

    
      Guoooooo! 
    

    
      Ba-bam! 
    

    
      “Gah!”
    

    
      Of course, the temperamental Bebeto didn’t stand for that. He sent two of the approaching Guardian Warriors flying with his wings of steel.
    

    
      “Look here, fellas, the trade hasn’t yet been completed. Until then, don’t touch my stuff.”
    

    
      Stroking Bebeto, this little rascal who took after his fearless owner, I jumped to the ground.
    

    
      ‘Jesus, just how many people came here?’
    

    
      The massive clearing in front of the temple was also full of people, not just wyverns. By my rough estimate, there were nearly 10,000 people. Most of them were well-built warriors with weapons at their hips.
    

    
      “Follow me. The Mother of All ordered us to specially escort you.”
    

    
      Looking at Bebeto with a white face, one of the Guardian Warriors who had followed us from the Aishwen Tribe’s village took the lead. I guessed that the skin on his bottom must be ripped raw from following Bebeto’s breakneck pace.
    

    
      ‘You should have treated me like a VIP earlier, jeez.’
    

    
      “Bebeto, if someone approaches without my permission, bite them to pieces! Give ‘em what they deserve.”
    

    
      After giving Bebeto a ruthless command, I followed the Guardian Warrior at a leisurely pace.
    

    
      ‘It’s finally time.’
    

    
      If we were destined to butt heads anyway, it was better to get it over with sooner than later. As we walked into the temple, I even greeted the staring Temir warriors with my eyes. On the way here, I had kicked all fear to a different dimension.
    

    
      Men should be brave!
    

    
      Today’s rallying motto was bravery!
      

    

    
      After entering the temple, I was “imprisoned” in a small, bare room with a single desk in it. Even if I wanted to go out, five Guardian Warriors were standing guard outside.
    

    
      ‘Is it starting?’
    

    
      At first, the temple was hushed. Despite the presence of ten thousand warriors attending what appeared to be a religious ritual, I couldn’t hear them. But then, with a great thump of a drum, it seemed the little dragonia’s coming-of-age was getting started. A strange instrument trilled bright and loud over the resonant thumps of the drum. 
    

    
      ‘Just how frickin’ long are they gonna keep me cooped up in here?’
    

    
      Lacking even a single window and boasting only stark, sturdy stone walls on all sides, the room really seemed like a prison to me, so much so that I had the urge to start digging an escape route with a metal spoon, Shawshank Redemption-style.
    

    
      “Come out. You are the first foreigner ever, to be granted the honor of witnessing the coming-of-age ceremony of the Mother of All People. If you dare to step even a little out of line…”
    

    
      It was the same Guardian Warrior who had escorted me from my very first visit to the temple. A huge scar snaking over his bare forehead, the warrior fixed me with a fierce look.
    

    
      “Haha. No need for your concern. I’ll watch quietly from the side like air.”
    

    
      I had to stop the kid before she awakened into a black mage. In the worst-case-scenario, I would have to wage a 1 vs. 10,000 slugfest. Concealing my dagger behind my smile, I followed the warriors outside.
    

    
      “Losiarce… itavaihan…”
    

    
      While walking, I heard someone intoning the sacred chant of the Temir. As the voice grew louder, it felt more and more like some kind of dark energy would pop out of the walls.
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      Following the warriors, we reached the central hall of the pyramid where I had met Lokoroïa one week ago. There, I saw 1,000 cream-of-the-crop warriors lining the floor of the hall, their heads bowed. The guardian warriors instructed me at spear-point to a seat in the corner, where I quietly sat down.
    

    
      A warrior with a bare upper body hammered away at a drum made of a large demon beast hide. Every time the man moved to beat the drum, his muscles contracting powerfully, around ten women wearing black leather clothes blew on a flute-like instrument, the trills weaving under the drumbeats.
    

    
      Fwoooooooosh. 
    

    
      A mysterious red flame blazed nonstop in the brazier carved into a golden dragon taking flight.
    

    
      Swiiiish. 
    

    
      And then, the girl appeared without a sound.
    

    
      ‘Holy…’
    

    
      As soon as I spotted her, I squeezed my eyes shut. The sight of her shattered my completely tense nerves.
    

    
      ‘Ahh, jeez! If it’s gonna be rated R, you’ve gotta tell me that beforehand!’
    

    
      To my utter shock, her upper body was completely bare, and only a single scrap of leather was covering her lower body.
    

    
      “Ashwemadia!!!!!!!”
    

    
      At the girl’s appearance, every warrior in the room lifted both hands into their air, intoning a word in the Temir tongue.
    

    
      ‘Damn…’
    

    
      I wasn’t the only one looking, so I opened my eyes a bit and looked at her more closely. Black mesh fabric was wrapped around her waist like a snake, and budding breasts the size of eggs lay bare on her chest. Far from arousing the lust of the opposite gender, I had to suppress an amused snort—Lokoroïa still had a long way to go before she could be called a woman.
    

    
      ‘Wow! Are those all gems?!!!!’
    

    
      While looking at Lokoroïa, my eyes went wide at the gems piled tall in front of her. To be honest, the sparkling, colorful gems made my heart thump harder than Lokoroïa’s unexpected rated R appearance.
    

    
      ‘That’s gotta be millions of Gold!’
    

    
      It wasn’t like I wasn’t poor, but the more the better, right? If I could just fill one sack, my descendants would never, ever starve—that’s how glorious the pile of gems was.
    

    
      “Loaahdima shwelahadia firkedia…”
    

    
      Fwoooooosh. 
    

    
      Her chest still had a lot of growing to do, but her bare, lithe waist and back were charming as she raised both hands to the sky, solemnly chanting sacred words atop the altar. I couldn’t understand the words, but they were filled with a strange power that somehow filled the listener with awe. 
    

    
      The flame burned bright and uninterrupted in the enormous brazier.
    

    
      ‘Is that all?’
    

    
      The coming-of-age ceremony was slightly unique, but no matter how I looked at it, it didn’t feel like the awakening of a dragon’s descendant.
    

    
      Ruuuuuuuuumble. 
    

    
      Just as I was thinking that, I heard something rumbling open, and I unconsciously looked up to the ceiling.
    

    
      ‘!!!’ My mouth dropped wide open. ‘T-The moon!!!’
    

    
      It was the last night of the lunar moon, so the moon shouldn’t be visible in the sky, but a crescent moon was clearly shining in the sky. I thought the moon adorning the top of the pyramid was just a sculpture, but the golden crescent moon was radiating a brilliant light that rivaled the real moon, and various parts of the pyramid began to crack.
    

    
      ‘Magic array!!!!!’
    

    
      It wasn’t actually cracking; rather, a magic array slumbering deep within the pyramid was activated. Mana began to mix as the array exuded an enormous quantity of mana. 
    

    
      “Kerofaidaa!!!!”
    

    
      The golden moonlight poured down onto the girl’s bare body, and she raised her arms high into the air.
    

    
      “Ashwemadia!!!!!”
    

    
      The kneeling warrior-turned-cult-fanatics all kowtowed, pressing their foreheads to the ground.
    

    
      ‘Illusion magic!’
    

    
      The warriors were bowing their heads, but I didn’t need to, so I was able to watch everything unfolding. My mind was startled wide awake at the appearance of magic I was all too familiar with.
    

    
      As I watched, the girl on the altar with her arms raised under the moonlight slowly began to sink into the ground. It seemed a special device was taking her underground.
    

    
      ‘Oi! W-Who are those guys?’
    

    
      I was watching as the kid disappeared underground when three people wearing black robes suddenly appeared from behind the altar. Taking advantage of all the warriors bowing their heads in worship, they began to disappear underground with Lokoroïa.
    

    
      ‘Shiiiit!’
    

    
      I really, really wanted everything to end quietly, but the gods cast my simple wish aside. Every hair on my body stood on end, and in that moment, I knew that I couldn’t let Lokoroïa be alone with those shady robed guys.
    

    
      Lokoroïa and the three robed men continued to descend—only their heads could be seen now. The stupid warriors had no idea what was happening on the altar and were simply bowing their heads with tears running down their faces.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      Stepping on top of the bowing warriors, I raced towards the altar, cutting the distance within moments.
    

    
      Flash! 
    

    
      Sad violet-colored eyes turned to stare at me.
    

    
      Fwip fwip fwiiip. 
    

    
      Three black magic arrows shot towards me. Taking the magic arrows with my body, I arrived at the altar.
    

    
      ‘...!!!!!’
    

    
      The moment I reached out to grab the disappearing girl, I only saw a black hole before me. I could see nothing. Lokoroïa and the three people who were definitely black mages were nowhere to be found, leaving only a black hole that was slowly growing smaller.
    

    
      “Udapan!!!!”
    

    
      Behind me came the enraged shouts of the warriors.
    

    
      ‘Ah jeeeeez, fuck it!’
    

    
      I wasn’t hankering for a 1 vs. 10,000 showdown, so I had no other choice. I flung myself straight into the shrinking jaws of darkness. Like Natasha Romanoff hurling herself off the cliff in Vormir, I did a hero’s leap into the hole.
    

    
      ‘Just you wait, if I make it back alive, I’m gonna collect all the compensation I’m owed!!!!’
    

    
      Even while my body was getting sucked into the unknown darkness, my eyes lingered on the mountain of gems.
    

    
      I squeezed my eyes shut, once again remembering my motto for today, bravery!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Inside the temporary temple of Neran, the Goddess of Mercy, inside Weyn Covert, the Saintess Aramis opened her eyes wide 1while quietly praying to God.
    

    
      “L-Lord Kyre!!”
    

    
      While she was praying, she saw a vision.
    

    
      Every day at this time, she prayed to the Goddess of Mercy for Kyre, but this time, she saw a flash of a vision—Kyre was jumping into a darkness as ominous as the sleeve of the Evil God.
    

    
      Neran was trying to tell her something. Aramis looked at the sacred artifact of Neran with alarmed eyes.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      However, the sacred artifact of Neran gave her no response.
    

    
      “In the name of God…” intoned Aramis with a low voice, closing her eyes again. She fell deep into quiet prayer.
    

    
      She prayed desperately that Kyre, the man she loved who was always so busy, would be protected by the Goddess of Mercy, no matter where he might be…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 111: Drinking Yin-Attribute Mana
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Where am I?’ I had hurled myself after the lass—the dragonia Lakoroïa—under the altar, but I felt beaten up all over. I opened my eyes in pain. ‘What is this place?’
    

    
      I was sure that since I had thrown myself into an underground chamber of the pyramid, I would find myself inside a pyramid, but I was lying inside what appeared to be a huge underground cave. Thanks to the light-emitting jewels encrusted on the ceiling, I could dimly make out the inside of the cave.
    

    
      ‘I have to find the girl!’
    

    
      There was no time to idly check out the cave—I surged to my feet.
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      However, as soon as I got up, my body was slammed with bone-crushing agony that threatened to blow me up if I moved even a single step.
    

    
      “W-What’s wrong with my airplate?”
    

    
      I had no idea what happened inside that black hole-like hole, but my airplate was so dented that it hindered my movements. It looked like an ogre went all out beating me with a steel rod.
    

    
      
        Click.
      
    

    
      I took off my broken airplate.
    

    
      “For now, with magic…”
    

    
      After throwing off my airplate, I wanted to use Heal to treat my injuries, but chilly horror suddenly swept through my body.
    

    
      “I-It’s gone. Uwaahhhhhhh! My mana! It’s gone!!!!!!”
    

    
      It was true.
    

    
      The mana flowing like an uncontrollable Hulk in my mana core up until just a few moments ago had completely vanished.
    

    
      ‘What the fuck is this! How can my mana just disappear?!’
    

    
      It was like a dude smugly agreeing to buy a girl a brand-name bag, but being told very kindly by the female employee during check-out that he had exceeded his card limit. Not just my mana, but my mana circles and core itself had disappeared. My whole body had transformed into an empty box, as if I had never learned magic at all.
    

    
      ‘Just what the hell is this place?!’
    

    
      I looked up and stared at the ceiling, but maybe because it was really high, I couldn’t see anything.
    

    
      ‘No sword, no mana, and no idea where this place is. Argh, fuck, I knew this would happen.’
    

    
      There was a problem with the motto I’d picked for today, too. Why the heck did I choose “bravery,” of all things? It turned out that I would really have to see things through with this damned bravery.
    

    
      ‘But where did the lass and the black mages go?’
    

    
      I was certain we didn’t end up in the same place. If we had, those black mages wouldn’t have left me alive.
    

    
      ‘It’s like one of those legendary dragon lairs… Eh? Is it really a dragon lair?’
    

    
      I had the unconscious thought that the cave was like a dragon lair and inspected my surroundings with disbelief.
    

    
      ‘There are artificial traces.’
    

    
      Unnatural traces could be seen in the dim light. The dragons in the history books were apparently hundreds of meters large when fully grown, which was obviously a pack of lies. Upon closer inspection, everything here looked like the perfect size for a dragon to play.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, the kiddo’s a dragonia, the descendant of a dragon!’
    

    
      It made perfect sense. It was possible that a dragon might have prepared something for their human descendants.
    

    
      My feelings suddenly grew more complicated. The lass was a problem too, but the appearance of evil black mages was an even bigger issue.
    

    
      I couldn’t stand around like this. My family taught me that if you don’t have teeth, then bite with your gums. Dragging my creaking body, I slowly walked through the cave.
    

    
      ‘If this is a dragon’s lair, then does it also have a guardian?’
    

    
      Since ancient times, dragons were treated like impregnable fortresses. There were plenty of glorious(?) stories recorded in the history books about overconfident mages and human warriors who tried going up against a dragon, only to be wrecked by the guardian and turned into the guardian’s poop.
    

    
      I suddenly felt a foreboding aura behind me.
    

    
      ‘Dammit!’
    

    
      An unlucky bastard would end up breaking their nose as a bonus when falling backwards. It seemed today really wasn’t my day—just when I thought about the guardian, I felt a chilly energy from behind me.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Cold sweat ran down my back. If I went up against an invincible dragon guardian without mana or even my sword, I would… I didn’t even want to imagine it. It would simply be game over, and I would be taking a one-way taxi to the River Styx.
    

    
      
        Haa, haaa.
      
    

    
      ‘You dirty bastard! If you’re gonna kill me, do it fast, why breathe down my neck like a creep!’
    

    
      It seemed I met a real nasty piece of work. Instead of sending me off with a single, clean strike, it felt like this guy wanted to sink its fangs into my neck, drink all my blood as a tonic, and roast my bones into a nourishing bone soup, the most evil guardian among all guardians.
    

    
      ‘Shit! Fine, let’s at least see your face before I die. When you come down to hell later, I’ll have my revenge with a hundred jabs up your damn ass!’
    

    
      I never expected to be sent to heaven—I hadn’t accrued the qualifications to do so anyway, so I preemptively bought my ticket to hell. 
    

    
      Gritting my teeth, I made a decision. A man should die screaming ‘Bravery even in death!’ 
    

    
      ‘Three, two, one!’
    

    
      After counting down in my head, I whirled around.
    

    
      “Oi, you little—”
    

    
      “Kyaaaaaaaaaa!”
    

    
      I was about to yell ‘Oi, you little motherfucker!’ but someone screamed before I could finish.
    

    
      ‘Gaaah, what the hell is going on this time!!!!’
    

    
      I fully expected to see a beast with protruding fangs or an ogre holding an iron rod that could send my head flying off with a single blow, but the person I saw completely dashed those expectations.
    

    
      ‘A, a girl?!’
    

    
      To my shock, it was a woman, a golden-haired woman wearing ancient-looking golden clothing with unknown patterns embroidered on it.
    

    
      ‘WHY? WHY IS THERE A GIRL HERE?’
    

    
      I looked all around me, but this place couldn’t even sustain a frickin’ slime, a creature with extreme resilience.
    

    
      Despite that, there was a woman here. She screamed in surprise, but even then, her noble appearance was obvious to the eye.
    

    
      ‘Golden eyes?’
    

    
      In addition to her uniquely intense golden hair, her eyes were also golden.
    

    
      “Who are you?” I mumbled unconsciously.
    

    
      "…?"
    

    
      Closing her mouth at my query, the woman blinked her mysterious golden eyes at me.
    

    
      ‘Mentally disabled?’
    

    
      That’s what occurred to me at that moment. Because her eyes were completely empty, devoid of any kind of human emotion.
    

    
      “Are you unable to talk?” I asked, pointing to my mouth. Instead of responding, the woman simply blinked her big eyes at me.
    

    
      ‘Just who the heck are you?’
    

    
      I was relieved she was a beautiful, golden-eyed lady and not some ferocious guardian, but I also had more questions than before.
    

    
      Craaaaash! 
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      Just then, I suddenly heard an explosion coming from far away.
    

    
      
        Swish.
      
    

    
      Without saying a word, the woman disappeared, her golden hair streaming behind her. She was so fast, I couldn’t catch her. The woman raced off at an incredible speed, as if using Haste magic.
    

    
      “W-Wait for me!!!!”
    

    
      If the vanishing woman was a cutting-edge sports car, then the mana-less me was a fucking tricycle. I found myself desperately chasing after a woman’s back for the first time in a while.
    

    
      My instincts were screaming at me, saying that right now, all I needed was speed.
      

    

    
      I sprinted for who knows how long, chasing after the golden-eyed woman. At some point, she disappeared, and after a nearly 2 km sprint, my lungs were busy sucking and puffing out air like a broken train.
    

    
      ‘What is this place?’
    

    
      After running like a wild-eyed bull, I suddenly found myself in front of a stone building. Surprisingly, there was a stone building of ancient design inside the cave.
    

    
      
        Whirr, whirr.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      And mana was flowing from the building. Cold and frosty yin-attribute mana so pure that any black mage would go crazy with desire to absorb it was whirling around the entirety of the stone building.
    

    
      
        Swish swish.
      
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      That wasn’t all. As I breathed in, still panting roughly, the yin-attribute mana floating around like a cloud was drawn in and began to accumulate in my body.
    

    
      ‘What kind of marvelous phenomenon is this?!!!’
    

    
      As if the loss of mana in my body was all a lie after all, the yin-attribute mana began to gather inside my body.
    

    
      “Huu, huu…”
    

    
      As I absorbed the mana, my trembling body stabilized. In any case, both yin and yang were, in the end, both forms of mana. Moreover, my mana breathing technique was an unparalleled method that could absorb every kind of mana out there. As the yin-attribute mana continued to accumulate with every breath I took, my mood skyrocketed, and the mana refreshed my entire body to the point that I could understand why drug addicts simply couldn’t quit.
    

    
      
        Whiiirrr.
      
    

    
      ‘M-My mana circles are returning!’
    

    
      To my shock, with the accumulation of yin-attribute mana, a 1st Circle mana core quickly took shape, something I could hardly believe.
    

    
      Step. 
    

    
      In order to absorb even stronger yin-attribute mana, I unconsciously moved closer to the place where the yin-attribute mana was whirling around.
    

    
      “Haaah…”
    

    
      Exhilaration filled me. The more breaths I took, the more yin-attribute mana I was able to draw in.
    

    
      A 2nd Circle mana core rotated around my waist, drawing in a large amount of mana.
    

    
      Step, step. 
    

    
      And unbeknownst to me, drunk on mana, I walked into the stone building at the promise of even more yin-attribute mana.
    

    
      
        Crunch.
      
    

    
      Broken shards crunched under my feet as I entered the enormous stone building.
    

    
      “Huu, huuu…”
    

    
      My mind grew hazy, intoxicated by the breaths of mana.
    

    
      This was my first taste of mana recovery. The moment I entered the building, 3rd Circle mana came to life within me, cold and refreshing yin-attribute mana that I had never experienced before.
    

    
      
        Step, step.
      
    

    
      My footsteps did not cease.
    

    
      The mana was whispering to me, urgently luring me deeper inside.
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      Craaaaaaaash! 
    

    
      Boooom! 
    

    
      “Gah!”
    

    
      An ear-splitting explosion rocked me back to my senses, just in time to notice the shards of rock whistling towards me.
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      I unconsciously shouted Shield.
    

    
      ‘Fuck!! I don’t have mana!’
    

    
      For a moment, I thought I didn’t have any mana.
    

    
      
        Ziiiiiiiiing!
      
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      But to my momentary shock, a blue shield glowing with cold energy appeared to block the flying shards. Even after repelling stones the size of watermelons, the shield stood firm.
    

    
      Whirr, whirr. 
    

    
      And then, I felt the vibrations of the mana core at my waist.
    

    
      ‘T-The 4th Circle?’
    

    
      I could feel that my mana, which had completely disappeared since coming to this underground chamber, had recovered all the way to the 4th Circle.
    

    
      “Huhuhu. Move! How dare a mere protective guardian play tricks before the staff of the mighty Tarkania!”
    

    
      “Let’s melt her down. Kukuku.”
    

    
      “You should have read the mood and disappeared after your master’s death, did you really think you were a dragon just because you were given a tiny piece of dragon heart? Huhuhu.”
    

    
      ‘Holy! That woman is—!’
    

    
      It was the golden-haired, golden-eyed beauty who ended up making me run like a crazy mustang. She was floating within the huge stone building, radiating bloodthirst, directing it towards the people at the center of the building.
    

    
      ‘Lass!’
    

    
      The unawakened dragonia, Lokoroïa, was trembling in front of the black mages. In her shaking hand was a 1-meter-long black mana staff. On one end of the staff, a crystal ball the size of a volleyball was exuding an enormous amount of yin-attribute mana, and perhaps because of the distorted mana, all the mana in the surroundings were whirling around like a maelstrom.
    

    
      ‘Those bastards!’
    

    
      Three black animals in human skin were standing behind the girl and laughing ominously. They weren’t even liches, but the faces visible from the peeled-back robes were skeletally gaunt.
    

    
      “Lokoroïa, what are you doing? Quickly kill that protective guardian. With the magic staff of Tarkania in your hands, you can crush that bitch instantly. Quickly give the order, my cute little child…”
    

    
      The tall, skeletal black mage’s insidious voice made goosebumps stand up all over my body.
    

    
      “Nghh…”
    

    
      The girl appeared to be resisting the mage’s intent, her face twisting in pain as her bare upper body recoiled. It looked like she was fighting back against something with all her strength.
    

    
      “Huhuhu. Give up. You’re not even awakened yet, so do you really think you could escape the Tear of Restraint? Just listen to us, obediently, like you’ve done so far. That’s a good girl.”
    

    
      The black mage used a bony hand to stroke Lokoroïa’s white body as if coaxing and soothing. It was disgusting. The revolting actions of beasts that had cast away their humanity nauseated me.
    

    
      “O’ Guardian, you who suffered for thousands of years to protect the relic of Tarkania, you may now rest in peace, thank you for your hard work. Think of it as an honor to die by the staff of your creator. Kukuku.”
    

    
      The black mages sneered at the golden-eyed woman as she shook with rage. However, the woman, the guardian, said nothing and simply remained floating in the air, glaring murderously at the black mages. It seemed she could not approach the relic of Tarkania or attack it.
    

    
      Just then, the guardian turned her piercing gaze from the black mages to me. 
    

    
      ‘Mm…’
    

    
      Her eyes contained unfathomable sadness. Her golden eyes, which had lacked all emotion when facing me earlier, were now giving off intense sorrow, sorrow that was filled with agony so intense that it could kill. Just meeting that gaze made my heart ache.
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “W-Why are you here?!!!”
    

    
      Only then did the black mages notice me.
    

    
      “Oh, do you know me? I’ve never seen you skullheads before, though?”
    

    
      Feigning indifference, I mocked the black mages.
    

    
      “Youuu! How dare you step foot in here!”
    

    
      “Pray tell, just what kind of place can get you fellows so agitated? You damned fuckers, you’re so stick thin that even the ants will find nothing to eat once you’re in the coffin.”
    

    
      The most maddening thing in the world was facing someone who could curse you with a smile. Besides, due to the influence of black magic, the black mages had lived destructive, impulsive lives, so they easily went red with rage at my provocation.
    

    
      “Die! Dark Spear!”
    

    
      “Blade Fire!”
    

    
      In the next moment, black magic came hurtling towards me.
    

    
      ‘They’re 5th Circle mages!’
    

    
      I provoked them in order to check their magic abilities. I only had 4th Circle mana at the moment, but because I had possessed mana quantity approaching the 7th Circle before coming here, I could tell their level just by looking at how they cast, as well as the reaction of the mana around them.
    

    
      
        Fwiiiiiiing!
      
    

    
      Fwoooosh! 
    

    
      However, finding out their levels didn’t do anything about the magic coming to rip me apart, the two spells filled with the characteristic single-mindedness of black magic.
    

    
      “Huyup!!!!”
    

    
      For a knight, speed was relative to mana quantity. But I had great physical reflexes, and survived Master’s outrageous magic training, so I was able to dodge the magic by throwing my body to the side.
    

    
      
        Baaaam!
      
    

    
      
        Boooooooom!
      
    

    
      Black magic exploded at the place where I had just been standing. Black flames and sparks radiated outwards, burning everything in a 5-meter radius into a crisp.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, so frustrating! You guys can’t even measure up to a single fist of mine!’
    

    
      If I could just recover my 6th Circle, these guys would be a joke.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      Surprisingly, yin-attribute mana was still swiftly accumulating in my body with every breath I took.
    

    
      
        Whirr, whirr, whirr.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘If this goes on, soon… the 5th Circle!’
    

    
      Thanks to the Staff of Tarkania, yin-attribute mana was filling the building to the brim. What I needed right now was time.
    

    
      “Wait a moment, sirs! Please just listen to my words a bit before deciding to kill me or not!”
    

    
      After I evaded their first volley, all three of them were about to fire again, and they would all be 5th Circle black magic spells. Such spells were too powerful for me to completely dodge right now.
    

    
      “Huhu, a dead man sure has a lot to say.”
    

    
      “If you kill me, you guys will also fall into danger!”
    

    
      “How laughable. As long as the Staff of Despair of the mighty Tarkania, the 9th Circle black mage, is in our hands, there’s not a single bastard who can do a thing to us. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      ‘W-WHAT?! 9th CIRCLE BLACK MAGE?!!!!’
    

    
      I would be more inclined to believe that an orc would eat grass. That a human reached the 9th Circle, and was black mage at that, was something I had never heard of in my life. Even the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal, my Master, who was called the strongest mage in human history, could not surpass the 8th Circle. Despite the dangerous situation, I couldn’t snap out of the shocking blow.
    

    
      ‘So the human limit isn’t the 8th Circle, huh…’
    

    
      Master always told me this: achieve his dream of the 9th Circle, something he could not achieve, in his stead.
    

    
      “The Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal is my master! It’s possible that he might Warp here at any time!!!!!”
    

    
      I sold out my master while raising my left arm, where Master Aidal’s dimensional travel bracelet lay at my wrist. Not a single person had discovered the secrets of this bracelet yet, but if these guys were really mages, they would definitely be able to tell that it was something extraordinary.
    

    
      “!! The Golden-Eyed Reaper, Aidal!”
    

    
      “Urghh… That bastard is still alive?!”
    

    
      The black mages fell for it, plain and simple. Their unhealthy-looking faces turned black at the mere mention of Aidal. They may have acquired a relic from a 9th Circle mage, but it didn’t mean they could immediately rise to the 9th Circle with that alone. Moreover, Master was well-known for his incredible notoriety among the mages.
    

    
      Also, Master had told me that the mages he despised the most were black mages, the wicked servants of evil who nurtured their magic abilities through all manners of evil deeds. He boasted that he had Fire Ball’d hundreds of black mages tightly holed up in underground hiding spots with his own two hands. Back then, I didn’t believe him, but after coming to Kallian, I found out that everything Master said was the truth.
    

    
      “R-Ridiculous! Aidal died from the unified attack of the continent’s magic towers.”
    

    
      “Hey now, do you really believe that? According to Master, those guys kneeled and begged him to live a quiet life, and Master was just laying low in order to go into training for the 9th Circle.”
    

    
      “T-The 9th Circle—!!”
    

    
      The three black mages’ faces turned from black to white again. It made me clap internally with awe for Master, a man who had terrorized the continent to the point that these black mages, who were second to none in viciousness, would go white with fear.
    

    
      “This bracelet is proof that I am Master’s disciple. Not long ago, he put all of the world’s magic knowledge into this bracelet and gave it to me.”
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      I couldn’t activate the bracelet, but I was able to manipulate mana to make it sparkle.
    

    
      “Argh…”
    

    
      “Aidal…”
    

    
      I could tell from the rapidly changing expressions on their faces that my bid to buy time was successful.
    

    
      ‘Master, thank you!’
    

    
      Up until now, thanking Master for his grace had no practical use, so I had pushed all gratitude to the side. But right now, my gratitude towards him was finally seeing the light of day.
    

    
      “GAAAAH! KILL HIM! Lokoroïa! Kill that boy!”
    

    
      “Avenge our master! Hurry and kill that bastard, whose master burned all our brethren to death!!!!”
    

    
      “It’s your turn to suffer! I hope you enjoy the savory taste of death by fire!!!!!”
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      In a completely unexpected reversal, it turned out that the black mages never feared Master, but hated him.
    

    
      The lass, who had been resisting their words up until now, looked towards me, her violet eyes flashing.
    

    
      “Luparaia!”
    

    
      Pointing the Staff of Despair towards me, she uttered the activation phrase.
    

    
      
        Fwaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      ‘No!’
    

    
      At that moment, I saw it—a net of darkness raging forward to swallow me whole.
    

    
      

    

    
      Not only was there nowhere to flee, but my body was frozen in place by the overwhelming magic power being cast at me. Like an orc quailing before an ogre, fear had sunk its jaws into my soul and flesh, freezing them solid.
    

    
      All I could do was watch the darkness swallow me up.
    

    
      I squeezed my eyes shut, and countless faces swept through my mind. Aramis, the woman who prayed tirelessly for me every day, the elf Narmias, who sang of simple love, my loyal right hand, Derval, my knights, my parents, and Master…
    

    
      It was said that when confronted with death, your life flashed past your eyes.
    

    
      ‘Ah…’
    

    
      One last sigh stopped at my frozen throat, the final cry of a living being. 
    

    
      
        Poooooow!
      
    

    
      I heard the sound of flesh and bones being crushed.
    

    
      “Gah…!”
    

    
      And with it, a groan of agony.
    

    
      But I felt no pain, and my lips were still. My eyes flashed open.
    

    
      A breath of shock burst out of me.
    

    
      ‘T-The guardian!’
    

    
      The guardian had flown over to me at some point and used her body to block the unavoidable, deadly net of darkness.
    

    
      Her golden eyes were trembling. Though she could not speak, her eyes were unmistakably telling me.
    

    
      Help the girl over there.
    

    
      Kill the wicked black mages.
    

    
      And protect her sacred land.
    

    
      
        Whiiiirrrrr.
      
    

    
      At the same time, I felt an electrifying response from my mana core—it had recovered to the 5th Circle. Needless to say, my mana core was bigger than the cores of other mages and held mana close to the 6th Circle.
    

    
      She was melting. The guardian’s body was disappearing within the huge net of darkness, like a boulder melted by lava.
    

    
      “URAAAGGGGGHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      A cry of rage blasted from my lungs.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Mana blazed out of me like an active volcano. 
    

    
      She was smiling.
    

    
      The protective guardian who used her life to protect me without hesitation… Her golden eyes were smiling.
      

    

    
      “URAAAGGGGGHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      ".....?"
    

    
      That was 9th Circle magic, something no living being could evade.
    

    
      Lokoroïa hadn’t awakened yet, but she was a dragonia who could tap into the staff’s power. Controlled by the Tear of Restraint, Lokoroïa was forced to surrender to their demand. She used the power of darkness sleeping within the Staff of Despair.
    

    
      But events unfolded in an unexpected manner. The Guardian of Tarkania, who had been unable to do a single thing, used her body to protect the Lord of Nerman, the disciple of Aidal.
    

    
      The black mages stood in a daze, stunned by the guardian’s unimaginable decision. A chilling scream knocked them back to their senses.
    

    
      
        Flash.
      
    

    
      “Ahh!”
    

    
      And then, they saw it—black eyes gleaming with bone-chilling bloodthirst, racing towards them.
    

    
      Their bodies were frozen. Lokoroïa had collapsed after using power she could not handle and was no longer of any use. They had to use their own magic to handle him, but they were terrified out of their wits from the first taste of vicious bloodthirst in their lives.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “KYAAAK!”
    

    
      
        Crunch!
      
    

    
      “AGGHH!”
    

    
      
        Crack!
      
    

    
      “GAH!”
    

    
      The fragile bodies of the black mages crumpled under the destructive force of his fists and legs. The mage struck by his fist had his face half-crushed, the one kicked at the waist was broken into two, and the last one, who took an elbow to the back, collapsed with a crushed spine.
    

    
      The bodies of the black mages knew only magic training and were fundamentally weak. Moreover, their bodily performance was greatly decreased as a side effect of black magic. A single blow from an enraged, mana-charged soul was enough to bring them to the verge of death. 
    

    
      The black mages’ bony bodies clattered to the ground.
    

    
      “Say hi to the devil for me… oh, and tell him that Kyre sent you.”
    

    
      Cold, ruthless words entered the black mages’ ears as their consciousness began to fade.
    

    
      “Fire!”
    

    
      Then, they heard a spell chant.
    

    
      
        Fwoooooosh.
      
    

    
      They felt heat encapsulating their bodies. If they were still fully conscious, they would have felt incredible pain, but the shock had cut off their pain receptors.
    

    
      They began to burn brightly within the blazing flames.
    

    
      Unable to carry out one last evil act, their bones and flesh blazed, leaving only aggrieved bitterness… 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      There was nothing.
    

    
      There was nothing left of the nameless guardian who had protected me with her body, as if she had never existed in the first place.
    

    
      Fwoooooosh. 
    

    
      Even meagre flesh was fuel for the flames, and the black mages burned very well. That they had died before they could commit more sins was a blessing from the gods.
    

    
      “Urgh… Aghhhhh…”
    

    
      Just then, I heard a woman’s scream of pain.
    

    
      ‘Mana addiction!’
    

    
      Still clenching the Staff of Despair, which seemed glued to her hand, Lokoroïa was convulsing with pain, suffering the price for using yin-attribute mana she could not handle. If she was left like this, her body would explode from the mana.
    

    
      
        Whiiiiiiiiiiiiirrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      The Staff of Despair exuded an incredible amount of yin-attribute mana.
    

    
      The cursed staff made by a 9th Circle black mage tempted me, whispering that I should hurry and grab it, that it wanted to become one with me.
    

    
      I stretched out my right hand and grabbed the staff. And with my left, I pulled Lokoroïa’s body into my embrace.
    

    
      Magic knowledge surfaced to my thoughts—the best way to treat a mage suffering from mana addiction was to share the mana between two people. And it was said that the best method to do that was by mouth-to-mouth.
    

    
      
        Bzzzztttttt.
      
    

    
      My right hand burned with an electrifying sensation from the staff.
    

    
      “Hng!”
    

    
      In my arms, Lokoroïa flailed as moist lips pressed against mine. Struggling desperately to live, her slippery tongue opened and invaded my lips.
    

    
      Without me realizing it, two trails of tears flowed down my cheeks.
    

    
      Just like that, yet another day passed.
    

    
      If someone asked me if I had done my best, I would answer them like this:
    

    
      I loved today… to the point of death…
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      “Ngh…”
    

    
      I dreamt.
    

    
      I dreamt that I fought an Ice Queen on a frigid, blustery land without a single piece of clothing on my body. I was fighting, but no magic was fired, and no sword was swung. I simply endured the Ice Queen’s glacial storm with my bare body.
    

    
      At some point, the Queen planted an aggressive kiss on me against my will, and it brought me to my limit. I fainted. I couldn’t bear the chill gripping me from head to toe and lost consciousness.
    

    
      ‘W-Where am I?’
    

    
      Because I didn’t die, I opened my eyes. When I opened my eyes, memories washed over me. In order to save the mana addicted Lokoroïa, I had put my lips to hers, and I remembered grabbing the relic of the very first 9th Circle mage in history, a black mage named Tarkania.
    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    
      The building where I unconsciously ended up in was covered with ice all over, as if the Queen of Ice really did descend.
    

    
      ‘What happened?’
    

    
      I fainted, so I couldn’t remember a thing. The only evidence of what happened were the ruins around me, which showed traces of a battle like in my dream.
    

    
      “Ngh…”
    

    
      As I woke up and sensation returned to my body, I felt something smooth in my hands and heard a groan.
    

    
      ‘L-Lokoroïa.’
    

    
      Lokoroïa, the young ruler and Great Shaman of the Temir people, was in my arms. And with just one piece of underwear, no less.
    

    
      ‘Haah, is it really alright for me to do this?’
    

    
      I heard from my friends that some of them were dating middle school girls, but I never expected that I would end up in a similar situation.
    

    
      ‘So this is what a woman’s body is like.’
    

    
      Even though I knew that it wasn’t morally right, the smooth skin I could feel from my hands and body made my mind grow fuzzy and warm with elation.
    

    
      ‘She had her coming-of-age ceremony, so…’
    

    
      I quickly came up with an excuse. She might be a minor in Korea, but in the eyes of the Temir, Lokoroïa was definitely already an adult. She was a full-fledged woman with the right to get married and have kids of her own.
    

    
      
        Whirr~ Whirr~ Whiirrrr.
      
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      While I was lost in the fascinating sensation of a woman’s body, I felt vibrations from my right hand. They bored into my hand and startled me awake.
    

    
      ‘The relic of Tarkania.’
    

    
      In my hand was the 1-meter long black mana staff called the Staff of Despair.
    

    
      The moment I looked at the transparent crystal ball the size of a volleyball, I could feel the shock of my soul getting sucked in.
    

    
      ‘So this is a relic of a 9th Circle mage.’
    

    
      This mana staff could use 9th Circle magic, an unimaginable feat. It was standard course for regular mages to use a staff to concentrate magic power and increase the efficiency of their mana activation. But for the most part, a staff was just an auxiliary apparatus used to boost your existing ability in magic. The mana staff in front of me, a staff capable of using 9th Circle magic, was different.
    

    
      ‘Ah!! I-It’s interacting with my mana core!’
    

    
      After shaking off the shock to my consciousness, various sensations returned one by one to my body. To my shock, I could feel the mana staff and my mana core communicating.
    

    
      ‘No way, right??’
    

    
      A certain possibility was drawn in my head. I tried moving the mana in my mana core with disbelief.
    

    
      
        Whiiiiiiiiiiirr.
      
    

    
      The mana responded immediately to my summons.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      But the feeling was different from before.
    

    
      “Th-they’re mixed!” I exclaimed in shock.
    

    
      The mana in my body had changed. For whatever reason, after coming here, I lost all my mana and ended up absorbing new yin-attribute mana. I had no idea when, but my previous mana had returned and was mixed with the yin-attribute mana in my core. And even more shocking was that they weren’t repelling each other like water and oil, but flowing harmoniously together in my mana core.
    

    
      “Eugh.”
    

    
      The distinct feeling of two different kinds of mana gave me goosebumps. The magic knowledge I possessed could not possibly explain this phenomenon. The mana I had absorbed so far was regular mana found in the air, optimized for regular magic, aka white magic. But currently, yin-attribute mana suitable for using black magic was flowing inside my body even though I wasn’t a black mage.
    

    
      These two manas had completely different attributes. Unlike regular mana, yin-attribute mana was said to exist invisible to the human eye in the Middle Realm. It could be accumulated just like regular mana. Yin-attribute mana was the type of mana that black mages or evil necromancers absorbed with special methods.
    

    
      So it was shocking that such mana was swimming around in my mana core like an obedient servant. It was common knowledge that a mana core could absorb only one attribute of mana, but my unique mana breathing technique had brought about this stunning result.
    

    
      ‘But this chocolate vanilla swirl mana, isn’t it dangerous?’
    

    
      Thanks to the addition of yin-attribute mana, my already expansive mana core had doubled in size. The mana core rotating around my waist was a size that other mages couldn’t even dream of.
    

    
      ‘With this much mana, a 7th Circle mage will be no match.’
    

    
      I wasn’t sure if this choco vanilla swirl mana was a blessing or a curse, but for now, it was clear that I had cheat-levels of mana quantity, nearly double the amount I had before.
    

    
      ‘Yin-attribute mana or yang-attribute mana, they’re both mana, right?! They just occupy different domains, like the sun and the moon, but otherwise, they’re the same.’
    

    
      Yin-attribute mana wasn’t different from regular mana just because it was used by black mages. I also used yin-attribute mana when casting magic to deal with the three black mages threatening me and Lokoroïa.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu, for now, the more mana I’ve got, the better.’
    

    
      With this much mana, I could fire way more 6th Circle spells than a typical mage at the same circle could. It was a huge boon to have more mana.
    

    
      I was a little uneasy about having yin-attribute mana mixed into my mana circles, but I decided to take comfort in the fact that my mana quantity increased. Just then, the girl in my arms stirred with a groan.
    

    
      “Hnngh…”
    

    
      ‘What do I do about this? Damn.’
    

    
      As Lokoroïa shifted, my eyes caught full sight of her breasts, which were pressed into my chest. An animal of a man might have already attacked her, but I hadn’t fallen so low yet. At the very least, I wanted to offer my virginity to a woman I loved—that was my wish as the last remaining hot-blooded young man out there. Of course, that was just my vain wish, and there was no guarantee it would come to fruition.
    

    
      Cold sweat ran down my back.
    

    
      And then, Lokoroïa’s eyes opened.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      Seeing me, a small cry burst from her lips.
    

    
      “Did you sleep well?”
    

    
      Somehow, I ended up saying something an affectionate brother would say. Lokoroïa flashed a coquettish smile my way as a response.
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      I was gentle in case she panicked, but the girl’s sexy laugh was way out of left field.
    

    
      “Thanks, Great Guardian Warrior.”
    

    
      ‘Great Guardian Warrior?’
    

    
      Lokoroïa’s sudden title for me was unexpected too. I suppressed the desire to ask her what that was. Since I saved her life, she probably used one of the titles from Temir culture.
    

    
      ‘But girl, why the informal speech? You’re younger than me, oi!’
    

    
      I was the older one, but Lokoroïa spoke casually, as if it were natural. For a moment, I wondered if I should scold her, but we had already exchanged a kiss, so unfortunately, I couldn’t freely act the elder and dole out punishment. Moreover, I knew that any man who would hit a young girl was the most despicable scum in the world, so I discarded all thoughts of scolding.
    

    
      “Lokoroïa, where is this place?”
    

    
      I ended up in this weird place impulsively trying to save Lokoroïa. The golden-haired guardian woman had melted away without a trace, and the black mages had become ashes due to my Fire spell, leaving three mana staves behind.
    

    
      Lokoroïa and I were lying in a fairly large and ancient place. The murals and building style didn’t suit the Temir at all. There were unmelted shards of ice everywhere, but this was obviously an enormous building.
    

    
      “Father’s Palace… This is the palace of the Father who brought the Temir people into the world.”
    

    
      Following my gaze, Lokoroïa calmly gazed at the Palace of the Father.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      While glancing all around the “Palace of the Father,” I noticed some doors. In this fairly large space, there were doors everywhere.
    

    
      ‘Treasure chamber?’
    

    
      In the movies, these kinds of places always had treasure. Moreover, the previous owner of this building was a 9th Circle mage.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, alright. I protected you with my life on the line, so I should get some reward for my effort, right?’
    

    
      “You smell good. So this is the smell of a man.”
    

    
      I was happily imagining all the treasure when Lokoroïa’s warm voice snaked into my ear. She was awake, but hadn’t made any moves to get out of my arms. After taking off my airplate, only a single thin shirt was between me and Lokoroïa’s warmth. She wasn’t even a puppy or anything, but Lokoroïa was breathing on the particularly sensitive part of my chest.
    

    
      ‘You’re pouring oil on a burning house, ma’am.’
    

    
      I was already enduring with great patience, if you could call it that, but Lokoroïa was jumping around on the taut line that was my sense of reason.
    

    
      “The danger has not completely passed, so stay here. I will go take a look.”
    

    
      I quickly set Lokoroïa down, fearful that I would turn into a wolf I couldn’t take responsibility for if she stayed in my embrace any longer.
    

    
      ‘It’s an underground chamber that was protected by a guardian. And the owner was a 9th Circle mage from several thousand years ago…’
    

    
      I pieced together a deduction from what the black mages said. There was no way that this 9th Circle mana staff was the only thing in this palace.
    

    
      “Lokoroïa, what do the Great Shamans do after coming here for their coming-of-age ceremony?”
    

    
      While heading to one of the doors, I asked Lokoroïa a question that was on my mind.
    

    
      “Dunno. I was merely told that the door to the Palace of the Father would open on the day of the ritual, and all I had to do was go inside.”
    

    
      Despite occupying the position of Great Shaman, ruler of the Temir folk, Lokoroïa couldn’t tell me anything useful. She stretched like a girl who woke up after a long, nice nap and looked at me with a relaxed gaze.
    

    
      “Father’s Protector is also gone… I don’t know what to do now. Great Guardian Warrior, do something about it.”
    

    
      ‘Jeez, you want me to take responsibility for your entire life just because we kissed once?’
      

    

    
      The girl with the unique violet eyes asked me to resolve this confusing situation, apparently not at all concerned or dispirited by the flow of events.
    

    
      ‘A 9th Circle black mage hidden from history.’
    

    
      Turning away from this useless girl, I walked towards the door.
    

    
      ‘Dragon?’
    

    
      The doors made of white stone all had carvings of a golden dragon on them. The golden dragon before me was sculpted with such detail that it felt as if it could peel away from the door and fly away. The dragon’s golden body and eyes glared at me as I stood before the door.
    

    
      ‘If even this sculpture is gold, then how much treasure could be inside… Huhu.’
    

    
      The thought was electrifying. I carefully opened the closed door.
    

    
      The heavy, stone door opened smoothly.
    

    
      ‘Treasure, my trea—geh!’
    

    
      I was ready for treasure to grace my eyes with the opening of the door, but...
    

    
      ‘N-Nothing. There’s nothing here?!’
    

    
      It was completely empty. The door opened up to a fairly large room about three times the size of my office at the covert. But the inside of the room was completely empty, without even a single speck of dust.
    

    
      ‘It can’t be…What about the other rooms?’
    

    
      I dashed out of the room in a daze. I almost lost my life and even lost my mana for a moment. But it was difficult to calculate my life and efforts with money.
    

    
      “Dammit.”
    

    
      It was a bust. This place was still technically once the residence of a 9th Circle mage, wasn’t it?! Even if there wasn’t treasure, shouldn’t there be a magic item or at least a single low-grade magic crystal rolling around? The only thing here was the 9th Circle magic item, the black mana staff.
    

    
      ‘Not this one either?’
    

    
      The door to the last remaining room opened. I had no expectations left.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      The door opened smoothly to a welcome sight.
    

    
      ‘A book? Ohhh, magic tomes!’
    

    
      Inside the wide room, books were lining stone bookshelves.
    

    
      ‘If there are 9th Circle magic formulas… Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Even Master didn’t puzzle out all of the 8th Circle formulas, but there was the promise of 9th Circle magic in those books.
    

    
      It was a jackpot. The tomes were clearly very old—they most certainly held magic knowledge left by the 9th Circle mage.
    

    
      ‘Let’s take a look at the contents, shall we?’
    

    
      I hadn’t even reached the 7th Circle yet, but I knew 8th Circle magic. I plucked out one of the books with great confidence.
    

    
      “Kek!”
    

    
      However, the moment I opened the book, I coughed.
    

    
      “Runic from the Magic Era…”
    

    
      Scrambling, I hastily opened one book after another, but they were all the same.
    

    
      ‘To think they’re all written in the ancient Magic Era language!’
    

    
      The language was from the magic civilization that existed before the current time. The exact details were unknown, but it was said that the occasionally unearthed dungeons of the Magic Era were from at least thousands of years ago. There was no doubt that the tome in my hands was written in the language from that ancient time.
    

    
      Master ended up dimensionally traveling to Earth because of a magic circle from the Magic Era. And because Master had deciphered the language, I, too, could read it.
    

    
      ‘A slate?’
    

    
      Between the bookshelves was a slate made of gold about the size of an adult.
    

    
      Drawn by some inexplicable force, I approached the golden slate, my eyes falling on the writing of the ancient Magic Era engraved on the slate. 
    

    
      It was said that in the Magic Era, most people could use mana. The common people were so outstanding that such a complicated rune language could be used as the everyday tongue. The words burrowed into my eyes with complicated shapes.
    

    
      “I, Tarkania, a human who is not a human, leave this to my descendants…”
    

    
      The slate was written with riddle-like words from the very first line.
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      Struck by the feeling that I had stumbled upon an unimaginable truth, I hummed.
    

    
      『 My beloved children, I, Tarkania, one who had feelings one should have never dared to feel towards the people, will uphold without fail my final duty to you, my poor children. As I return to mana, with this body that could not obtain human form in the end, I leave you magic of the 9th Circle, magic gained by discarding the omnipotent power of the entire race… I solemnly advise and beg that you use it only for your safety. 』
    

    
      ‘A human who is not a human, one with feelings he should have never had towards the people… Omnipotent strength. Is Tarkania the dragon who went out to amuse himself and ended up founding the Temir?’
    

    
      I thought back to the legend of the Temir people that the Elven Elder had told me. The Temir were the descendants created from a union between a dragon amusing himself and a human, and such descendants were called dragonia.
    

    
      ‘I think I get what he’s saying now.’
    

    
      I understood the entirety of the message Tarkania had inscribed on the slate. I remembered reading in a book that dragons were not allowed to have any kind of emotions towards descendants born during their amusement in the Middle Realm. Using the 9th Circle Polymorph spell, they transformed themselves into humans or various other lifeforms and were supposed to treat such descendants not as dragon kin, but polymorphed races. However, it seemed that unlike other dragons, the dragon named Tarkania came to love the descendants he created.
    

    
       
    

    
      『 Finally, I beseech you… Know that the 9th Circle is neither unreachable nor difficult. All those who are faithful to undiscriminating mana and their innate human abilities and emotions can reach the 9th Circle. I shall leave the entirety of my wisdom and knowledge here, so I ask that you make use of it with a warm heart and cool-headed reason. 
    

    
      From:
    

    
      Your loving Father 』
    

    
      The contents were short, but the dragon Tarkania’s short message was filled with affection for the Temir folk. It was even signed with ‘Your Loving Father.’
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      I had heard that dragons existed, but this was my first time coming into contact with a relic actually related to one. Similarly, the 9th Circle was known to exist, but not a single human had achieved it. According to Tarkania, it was possible for someone true to undiscriminating mana and their inborn human abilities and emotions to reach the 9th Circle.
    

    
      ‘So these books are magic tomes published by a 9th Circle mage, huh…’
    

    
      Any other mage would have gone mad with excitement, but for them, this was only a pie in the sky. Master was able to learn ancient Runic by coincidence after falling into the trap of other mages, but anyone else in his position wouldn’t have been able to achieve the same feat. Each word of ancient Runic had multiple meanings.
    

    
      I felt full just looking at the magic tomes lined on the shelves. For me, magic knowledge was more valuable than any pile of treasure.
    

    
      “What’re you doing in Father’s Knowledge Storehouse?”
    

    
      “Father’s Knowledge Storehouse?”
    

    
      I didn’t hear her come in, but Lokoroïa’s purple eyes were sparkling with interest.
    

    
      “Yeah, Father’s knowledge. The book you have in your hand has Study of Mana in 4D on it.”
    

    
      “Y-You can read this?”
    

    
      “Of course. I’m Lokoroïa, the Great Shaman and Protector of the Temir.”
    

    
      This is why you shouldn’t look down on people. I thought Master’s knowledge would put me head and shoulders above the rest on the continent, but Lokoroïa could read ancient Runic. It made me see her in a different light.
    

    
      ‘But can’t you put on some clothes, miss?’
    

    
      Lokoroïa was standing there with a haughty expression, but her prideful claim was undermined by her completely exposed chest and the tiny scrap of underwear she was wearing. She was still “dressed” for the coming-of-age ceremony.
    

    
      “Aren’t you cold?”
    

    
      “Nope. Mana is overflowing in my body. Hoho.”
    

    
      ‘Mana?’
    

    
      When I first met her, the girl didn’t have much mana, but now, there was so much mana rippling off her body that I could clearly feel it from a distance.
    

    
      “Stay still for a moment.”
    

    
      I quickly placed a hand on her back.
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      The moment I sent a thread of mana into Lokoroïa’s body, I discovered a shocking truth.
    

    
      ‘Why is she the same as me?! Why the hell is the mana in Lokoroïa’s body the same as mine?!’
    

    
      To my shock, Lokoroïa had the same swirl mana as me. I could feel familiar mana from her mana core, which was positioned at the heart rather than the waist, mana mixed with yin-attribute mana. She had nearly as much mana as a 6th Circle mage, too.
    

    
      ‘Did mana inheritance occur??’ 
    

    
      Mana inheritance was theoretically possible, but completely impossible to achieve in practice. The lost art of mana inheritance was something that existed in the ancient Magic Era, when a mage would pass down their mana to their disciple before they died.
    

    
      My eyes moved naturally to the black staff Lokoroïa was holding in her right hand.
    

    
      ‘When our lips met, that thing activated.’
    

    
      I had the foreboding feeling that my mana and the staff’s mana mixed before going into our mana cores. I couldn’t be 100% sure, but this was still a 9th Circle magic item in name, so the possibility was high.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, the mana here is flowing with that thing as the focus.’
    

    
      The mana inside the palace was circulating around the staff, which bore the ghastly name of ‘Staff of Despair.’ It was as if the staff was the progenitor of all mana—mana flowed into the staff before rippling back out.
    

    
      “Want me to teach you? As a Great Guardian Warrior, you certainly have the qualifications to acquire Father’s knowledge.”
    

    
      ‘Just what the heck is a Great Guardian Warrior?’
    

    
      “Lass, I mean, Lokoroïa. What does ‘Great Guardian Warrior’ mean?”
    

    
      “T-That is…”
    

    
      At my question, Lokoroïa reddened and ducked her head, which meant it was something that even this fearless girl couldn’t mention lightly. Cold sweat ran down my back as an ominous feeling gripped me.  
    

    
      “For now, let’s go outside. I’m hungry too…” I said, taking one last glance at Lokoroïa’s (laughable) chest. The unruly bastard inside my body was acting up again with zero regard for my will.
    

    
      “Got it, one moment.”
    

    
      She spoke as casually as ever, but the lass had become much more obedient to my words. With the Staff of Despair in her hand, she walked slowly towards her original location.
    

    
      ‘H-Heyyy!’
    

    
      The 9th Circle magic item, the only one of its kind...
    

    
      …was slotted right back into a place that looked like an altar, without hesitation.
    

    
      Flaaaaash! 
    

    
      Once the staff clicked into place, cold yin-attribute mana gusted wildly through the room.
    

    
      “You’re not taking it out?”
    

    
      “This is a legacy left by Father to protect our people. It must stay here for my descendants,” Lokoroïa said, wearing a noble expression that didn’t suit her age in the least.
    

    
      ‘Argh, that thing would make big bucks outside.’
    

    
      I’d have to feel it out to be sure, but my guess was that the crystal ball on the top was a special-grade magic crystal. It was also huge, a magic crystal of unprecedented proportions. Any magic tower or empire that laid eyes on it would come loaded with bags of money, begging to buy it. The magic formulas engraved on the body of the staff itself were nothing to scoff at, either. Researching those could lead you over the 8th Circle right into the 9th Circle.
    

    
      However, I couldn’t ask her to give it to me. This staff was an important relic that protected the Temir, people living in a desolate and difficult environment. I was sure that the next Great Shaman would come here and receive mana inheritance from that staff, too.
    

    
      ‘I can just come back next time, so whatever. It’s not like the lass is going anywhere.’
    

    
      This place was overflowing with clues regarding the wall of the 9th Circle, something even Master had not overcome.
    

    
      “Let’s go back now.”
    

    
      Squish. 
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      While saying we should leave, Lokoroïa sidled up and hugged my arm. The squishy, bouncy feeling of her chest drove me insane.
    

    
      ‘I was dragged in here all of a sudden and ended up like this… Gawd...’
    

    
      In this little adventure, my expensive airplate got destroyed, and untrustworthy yin-attribute mana invaded my body. No matter how I sliced it, the losses I suffered were not insignificant.
    

    
      “Father, Mother. We are going back now. We will come back to play next time.”
    

    
      ‘Father, Mother? Ah!’
    

    
      Lokoroïa’s directed her words to the Staff of Despair, and finding it curious, I turned and saw something shocking.
    

    
      ‘D-Dragon?’
    

    
      An image was projected around the place where the Staff of Despair stood. Clear to the eye was an incredibly huge face of a golden dragon, a creature I had never even dreamed of seeing, and an image of the golden-haired guardian woman who was melted down by the Staff of Despair.
    

    
      She was smiling at us.
    

    
      As I watched in awe, the frozen, destroyed building began to restore itself. Almost as if rewind magic was cast, the building slowly returned to its original grandeur.
    

    
      ‘Haah…’
    

    
      I sighed inwardly with admiration. Simply witnessing 9th Circle magic was the definition of a marvel.
    

    
      ‘Someday, I, too…’
    

    
      Resolve surged inside my heart.
    

    
      The wall of the 9th Circle was said to be impossible for humans.
    

    
      One day, I would break down that wall with my own hands, without fail!
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      Flash! 
    

    
      ‘I never expected spatial teleportation magic here…’
    

    
      A spatial teleportation array was connecting the Temir temple to the underground chamber. The device leading underground was merely a trick. As soon the device reached a certain level, you would be transported directly to the Palace of the Father.
    

    
      ‘If things went wrong, I could’ve ended up buried in the wrong place.’
    

    
      If I had followed Lokoroïa any slower into the hole, I might have been transported into rock due to faulty coordinates.
    

    
      ‘My airplate and mana were destroyed because of a defensive magic array. Sigh.’
    

    
      Using the spatial teleportation array, we arrived under the Temir temple in the blink of an eye. The formulas of the magic array engraved at our feet sent chills down my back. As expected of an array installed by a 9th Circle mage, layers upon layers of protective spells were in operation.
    

    
      After getting onto the device, it slowly moved upwards with a low hum. It seemed that the door to the array opened when the golden moon located at the top of the temple provided it with mana.
    

    
      ‘But shouldn’t you let go of me now, miss?’
    

    
      Lokoroïa kept hugging my arm with her near-naked body like a long-time girlfriend.
    

    
      
        Whiiiiiiir.
      
    

    
      The ground above our heads opened like a lid as light streamed in.
    

    
      “Watihar!!”
    

    
      Then came the shocked voices of the Temir warriors.
    

    
      ‘You jerks, what’s all this uproar about.’
    

    
      The hero who saved the big boss of the Temir was making his grand entrance, but they were kicking up a fuss.
    

    
      As we rose to ground level, I was able to see everything within the temple.
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      It was like a war broke out. The inside of the temple was filled to the brim with Temir warriors.
    

    
      As soon as they caught sight of me, everyone drew their weapons with noisy clatters. The altar was encircled many times over with men leveling rather fierce Guardian Warrior spears at me, and their eyes were full of wrath, as if they would gladly cut me to pieces with their eyes, if they could.
    

    
      “Wativeheh kashumuraia!”
    

    
      The Guardian Warriors shouted something, clearly on the verge of rushing in.
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      But as the device continued to rise, they saw Lokoroïa—still clinging to my arm—and exclaimed in alarm.
    

    
      “Shaveh!”
    

    
      Lokoroïa’s sharp cry rang out.
    

    
      
        Thud, thud thud.
      
    

    
      From a single word from her, every Temir warrior fell to their knees.
    

    
      The device clicked into ground level.
    

    
      ‘Pretty cool…’
    

    
      The Temir warriors were kneeling at my feet, showing their utmost respect. The lines of warriors filling the temple bowing in worship was an awe-inspiring sight. Even a gang leader in control of an entire nation wouldn’t be able to receive this kind of treatment. Even an emperor wouldn’t be able to command such loyalty from his knights.
    

    
      The female shamans bowing their heads at the sight of Lokoroïa carefully approached, extending a black cloak. Only then did Lokoroïa detach herself from my arm.
    

    
      ‘Aww.’
    

    
      As Lokoroïa’s warmth faded, I felt a teeny bit sad.
    

    
      “Ruadishifu… adiantakai…”
    

    
      Standing in front of the large brazier, Lokoroïa said this and that in Temir.
    

    
      “Darutakain!”
    

    
      Then, she turned to me and shouted another unfamiliar word.
    

    
      “Waaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”
    

    
      “Darutakain! Darutakain!”
    

    
      ‘Eh? What’s wrong with you guys? Y’all drugged or something?’
    

    
      The Temir warriors suddenly went mad with fervor towards me, shouting ‘Darutakain’. The fanatic screams of over a thousand warriors shook the walls of the temple.
    

    
      “Say something, Great Guardian Warrior,” said Lokoroïa. She was looking at me intently with pride.
    

    
      ‘I have to figure out what’s going on before I can make bank’, I thought, feeling the hot gazes of the Temir warriors.
    

    
      “Haha. Please take care of me in the future. I am still lacking, but I solemnly vow before you that I will do everything in my power to uphold the duty of a Great Guardian Warrior.”
    

    
      There was no need for a drawn-out speech. Employing the most conventional phrases, I flashed a good-natured smile.
    

    
      “Darutakain! Darutakain! Darutakain! Waaaaaaaaa!”
    

    
      The Temir warriors whipped themselves into a frenzied joy over my words, while Lokoroïa gazed at me with satisfaction.
    

    
      ‘Something’s weird…something feels off.’
    

    
      Great Guardian Warrior…the term was coined simply by pasting a ‘Great’ in front of ‘Guardian Warrior,’ so I couldn’t understand why the warriors were so worked up. Also, wasn’t I one of their enemies, a noble of the Bajran Empire?
    

    
      “Great Guardian Warrior, what do you want as your dowry?”
    

    
      ‘D-Dowry? What bullshit is she spouting now?!’
    

    
      “From what I heard, you need wyverns, so today, we will go out wyvern hunting. I’ll give you all the wyverns we catch. That much is enough, no?”
    

    
      ‘Wyverns!’
    

    
      ‘Dowry’ caught me by surprise, but at the mention of wyverns, I nodded in spite of myself. Even in my dreams, it wasn’t the unification of North and South Korea that was my greatest wish, but wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Little miss, you sure are fiery. I don’t know which lucky man will be in your future, but he’ll be one happy bastard.’
    

    
      This very open-minded, flashy young miss could really read between the lines. I foresaw great happiness for the dude who would live hand-in-hand with Lokoroïa in the future.
    

    
      “My warriors! Prepare yourselves. Today, we shall go wyvern hunting, so all of you, follow me!”
    

    
      “Waaaaaaaaaaaaa!”
    

    
      ‘Ohh! She’s as valiant as Jeanne d’Arc!’
    

    
      The courageous lass used Kallian Common for my sake and boldly uttered some passionate, exhilarating words. Having come into possession of nearly as much mana as me from mana inheritance, charisma was billowing from her body.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, wyverns! wyverns!’
    

    
      The mention of dowry kept bothering me, but the sweet, sweet temptation of wyverns made me dismiss all the warnings going off in my head.
    

    
      The problems of tomorrow are worries for tomorrow, after all!
    

    
      As long as today was great, then it’s whatever!
      

    

    
      
        Guooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      ‘Ohhhhhhhhhhhh!’
    

    
      No other nation would be able to imagine something like wyvern hunting. In order to nurture a single usable wyvern, top-grade holy water had to be poured onto the egg, and even after hatching the egg, the baby had to be reared for several years with utmost care and affection before it could be used as military force. That was why wyverns commanded prices of hundreds of thousands of Gold.
    

    
      But the Temir were different. Hundreds of Temir wyverns were flying towards the massive Himalayan-lookalike peak not far from the temple. Because we were in the middle of winter and I lost my airplate, I got a new airplate from Lokoroïa. From my vantage point on Bebeto, who was flying at the head of the pack, I could see all the Temir Skyknights following us like a wave of death. Each tribe moved in a singular group, forming a flight of around 200 wyverns. If the Temir had attacked Nerman in full force, I probably wouldn’t be here today.
    

    
      ‘Should I be saying thank you to those black mage bastards?’
    

    
      Before going out on the hunt, Lokoroïa and I enjoyed a full meal. As we ate, she calmly answered my questions. When she was ten, black mages sought an audience with her, and using a black magic drug called the Tear of Restraint, they controlled the Temir people through her until the present day. Thankfully, because the Palace of the Father opened only once she came of age, the black mages had lived quietly in the shadows. If they had recklessly rampaged to fulfill their greed, Nerman would have sustained great damage.
    

    
      ‘The Bajran Empire still has a long way to go. Tsk tsk.’
    

    
      The Bajran Empire had no idea of the Temir people’s enormous strength. If Lokoroïa wished it, she could easily wage war on the empire, ravaging the land. Even a ‘great empire’ could not fully withstand the attack of hundreds of wyverns at once, not to mention smaller lands like duchies.
    

    
      
        Kuuuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Lokoroïa’s grey wyvern flew behind Bebeto. The wyvern, which was one size bigger than the others, was flying with all its might, as if it didn’t want to lose to Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘But how in the world will they catch the wyverns?’
    

    
      I had never heard of anyone other than the Temir managing to domesticate a wild wyvern. Wyverns were at the top of the food chain among monsters, and an undomesticated one was a tricky, dangerous opponent. That was why holy water was used to suppress the wild blood while still unhatched.
    

    
      ‘Guess I’ll just have to find out.’
    

    
      Lokoroïa, who just grinned when I asked her to teach me the wyvern hunting method, was confidently steering her wyvern. She was wearing an airplate and helmet engraved with a gold dragon pattern.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      Kwaaaaaaaggh! 
    

    
      ‘Geh! Just how many of them are there?’
    

    
      On the way here, I had glimpsed hundreds, no…thousands of wild wyverns from afar. At the appearance of the Temir wyverns, wild ones surged up from all over the massive mountain range.
    

    
      The sky turned black. From big to small, wyverns of all sizes came flying our way.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      Like the flocks of thousands of birds I once saw on TV, the wyverns were innumerable. They flew over, directing intense bloodthirst towards the enemies intruding on their turf.
    

    
      ‘These guys, do they have no fear? How come they’re not even picking up their spears?’
    

    
      Facing this flock would be tough even if they started hurling spears now, but the Temir warriors were calmly flying behind the lass. I couldn’t tell if it was some form of bravery, but they were all completely focused on flying straight.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      Just then, I saw it.
    

    
      Despite the considerably frigid weather, Lokoroïa removed her helmet, the strong wind whipping her golden hair into the air.
    

    
      ‘W-What is she trying to do?’
    

    
      She might have a similar amount of mana as me, but she was completely ignorant regarding magic. I saw mana writhing around her.
    

    
      
        Kueeeeeeeeeeh!
      
    

    
      
        Kyaaaaaaaagh!
      
    

    
      The wild wyverns rapidly closed in, coming within a few hundred meters. They knew no fear—their yellow and crimson eyes reflected their savagery as they charged. The fangs in their wide-open jaws glinted like well-honed daggers in the winter sunlight.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      Even as the wild wyverns closed in, Bebeto remained courageous. He opened his mouth, unleashing a great, big bellow.
    

    
      ‘Oi! Read the mood already!’
    

    
      Bebeto was trying to play king in front of the wild wyverns like some kind of Tarzan, King of the Jungle.
    

    
      “KIOOOOOOOOOOOOOO~!!!!!!”
    

    
      ‘!!’
    

    
      I was about to put Bebeto into his place when an ear-splitting scream rang in my ears, sending me instantly into a daze. As if struck by a hammer, I reeled, unable to recover my wits. It wasn’t physical force, but fear, pure instinctive fear, like receiving an indomitable command from an existence one could not possibly oppose.
    

    
      ‘Mana F-Fear… no, this must be Dragon Fear…’
    

    
      I wasn’t at the 7th Circle, but with my mana quantity, I had nothing to fear from a 7th Circle mage. But this Fear technique rammed into my wits like a dagger, rattling my brain.
    

    
      
        Kweeeeeeeeeeh!
      
    

    
      
        Kaaaaaaaaaaaghh!
      
    

    
      Chaos ensued. Their fearless charge stopped in its tracks as the wild wyverns screamed in alarm at the Dragon Fear, then began to flee like crazy.
    

    
      
        Cruuuuuunch.
      
    

    
      
        THUD!
      
    

    
      The wyverns were so frenzied that they bumped into each other, sending some of them careening to the ground.
    

    
      
        Wobble, wobble.
      
    

    
      Bebeto seemed to have taken considerable mental damage as well because I felt his wings falter before he barely managed to recover his balance.
    

    
      
        Flap flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      In that instant, Lokoroïa, who had put her helmet back on at some point, whipped past us, taking the lead. The atmosphere in the sky was completely reversed. The vigorous charge of the wild wyverns was a thing of the past—they were now hurrying to flee to their nests.
    

    
      ‘So this is a dragon’s descendant!’
    

    
      I finally understood.
    

    
      The ten or so priestesses protecting the lass from behind were all dragonia, the most skilled among Tarkania’s descendants. One after another, they unleashed Dragon Fear.
    

    
      “KIOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”
    

    
      “KYAOOOOOOOOOOO!”
    

    
      Their screams were less shocking than Lokoroïa’s, but they were plenty effective against monsters. I could finally see why the Temir folk were helpless against these seemingly ordinary priestesses.
    

    
      ‘All those wyverns were reduced to cowering chickens.’
    

    
      I couldn’t believe my eyes. All those wyverns flying vigorously just moments ago scrambled into their caves and nests, trembling in abject fear while looking like big chickens.
    

    
      As I watched, the Temir warriors approached the wild wyverns and threw ropes around them. Four warriors formed a team to steadily rope wyverns by the neck, wings, and legs, capturing them.
    

    
      ‘To think that wyverns could be subdued so easily… This is just like picking up free money on the ground.’
    

    
      The Dragon Fear was so powerful that it sent Bebeto reeling. For the first time, I felt fear towards the lass. Right now, her Dragon Fear only had 6th Circle mana behind it, but if she used the skill with a higher level of mana, even I wouldn’t be able to handle it.
    

    
      ‘I can see why the elves would run and hide if she ever awakened.’
    

    
      I recalled the warning the elven ancestors passed down regarding awakened dragonia, and I had the fleeting thought that I should maintain friendly relations with the Temir in the future.
    

    
      ‘What’s next?’
    

    
      There were Temir wyverns under my command as well as wyverns with strange shaman patterns drawn on their bodies.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      
        Kiaaaaaaaaaaargh!
      
    

    
      In mere moments, the Temir warriors captured dozens of wild wyverns. Using sturdy ropes, they continued to subdue the pitifully wailing wyverns.
    

    
      “KIOOOOOOOOOO!”
    

    
      Lokoroïa’s Dragon Fear rang out once more.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      And with that, the struggling wyverns immediately ceased their cries.
    

    
      ‘It’s not as effective against already domesticated wyverns.’
    

    
      Bebeto aside, the other Temir wyverns were largely unaffected by the Dragon Fear. They merely flinched and looked at Lokoroïa with fearful eyes.
    

    
      ‘So frickin’ easy.’
    

    
      After capturing roughly 20 decent-looking wyverns, the Temir warriors turned without hesitation.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Wyverns! Wyverns!!’
    

    
      These wyverns were pitifully getting dragged off like trussed-up chickens, but in my eyes, they looked like lumps of money. If those guys were fried up with electricity, they would instantly net me thousands upon thousands of Gold.
    

    
      ‘My gosh, you wonderful thing, you.’
    

    
      Once again, I saw the lass in a new light. She was standing proudly on her wyvern, steering it beside me.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 115: Breath of my Soul
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      “Huhuhuhu…”
    

    
      Feeling Bebeto’s powerful wingbeats beneath me, a smile of satisfaction danced on my lips.
    

    
      Three days at the Temir temple had passed in a flash. During that time, I was able to see exactly how captured wild wyverns were turned into usable ones.
    

    
      ‘They’re not things you can catch every day.’
    

    
      Wyverns were easy to catch, but difficult to tame. First, the captured wyverns were fully immobilized using stakes driven into the ground. Then, they were fed water. It wasn’t regular water, but water mixed with the blood of shamans.
    

    
      I was astonished while watching. The shamans cut their wrists over a bucket, letting blood flow for quite a while. All thirty or so of the shamans in the temple worked together to fill a large bucket with blood. Then, water was mixed in, and that bloody water was fed to the wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Not just anyone can become a shaman.’
    

    
      I discovered another reason why the Temir folk respected the shamans. The shamans’ blood was used in such a fashion, but afterwards, their blood couldn’t be used for at least three months. I didn’t know the details, but the production of the special component in their blood was slowed down after blood-letting. I heard that the shaman blood wasn’t only used for wyverns, but also distributed to tribespeople as a kind of lucky charm. With shaman blood around, monsters and demon beasts dared not intrude. That was only possible because they were not simple shamans, but dragon descendants, an existence feared by monsters, no, by all creatures of the Middle Realm.
    

    
      Even after thousands of years of genetic dilution, the blood of the dragon still flowed in his descendants. I was certain that other dragons created various life forms within the human world during their times of amusement, but the Temir folk had something distinctly different about them. They had had an inkling of Tarkania, a dragon who had such intense affection for his descendants, that he would use ‘my beloved children’ to refer to them, and had used some kind of secret, unknown method to pass down dragon-like traits.
    

    
      ‘Lass, I’ll put them to good use.’
    

    
      I turned to look behind Bebeto.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      20 wyverns strung behind bebeto like a string of sausage links. The wyverns, which were rough, wild monsters just a few days ago, were obediently flying behind Bebeto like gentle lambs. Red shaman marks were drawn on their bodies.
    

    
      ‘It’s really frickin’ intense…’
    

    
      As I looked at the marks carved on the wyverns’ bodies, I remembered Lokoroïa’s wan face. Using tattooing tools made of mithril, the shamans carved marks on each and every one of the wyverns, utilizing blood drawn from the lass’ wrists.
    

    
      ‘If it were me, there’s absolutely no way I’d be able to do it.’
    

    
      When no more blood flowed from her wrist, she would drink holy water, take a short break, and then draw more blood—that went on for two days. Shockingly, there was enough blood to mark 20 wyverns in that small body of hers.
    

    
      ‘What if she never grows because of it?’
    

    
      A certain worry suddenly occurred to me. She wasn’t some kind of blood donation machine, but a girl undergoing her growth spurt, so wasn’t it excessive to draw so much blood? No matter how good the holy water was, there was a limit to everything.
    

    
      ‘There’s no such thing as free.’
    

    
      Despite her youth, Lokoroïa ruled over the Temir folk. She was selling her blood—if you could call it that—to forge a glorious path for her people.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      With 20 wyverns strung on his ankles, Bebeto gave a deafening roar towards the front.
    

    
      ‘My escort’s here.’
    

    
      We were surrounded wholly by fields of snow, and above the snow, I spotted ten wyverns. It was a wyvern flight from Orakk Castle. It seemed they had gotten word of my arrival from one of the sentry posts we passed.
    

    
      Swoooooooosh. 
    

    
      After coming within 1 km, the flight smoothly divided into two and waited for me.
    

    
      
        Kioooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      
        Kwaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      Seeing new comrades behind Bebeto, the wyverns let out long cries, I imagine saying something like :
    

    
      “You suckers are in for it now…”
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “For the time being, keep this under wraps.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege.”
    

    
      Sir Shailt, the knight responsible for the castle guarding Nerman’s northern region, nodded, he was the very picture of a loyal retainer. He gave off a reliable air.
    

    
      “Soon, I will send you knights with a high likelihood of becoming Skyknights. You take responsibility for them and nurture them accordingly.”
    

    
      “My liege, would it not be dangerous if the Temir were to attack during their education?”
    

    
      “Worry not. For the time being, no, perhaps from now on, the Temir folk will not invade the territory.”
    

    
      “What do you mean by that…”
    

    
      ‘I can’t tell him the details…’
    

    
      Sir Shailt was definitely aware that I was in recent contact with the Temir folk. However, he was unaware that I had become their Great Guardian Warrior.
    

    
      ‘Haah, Great Guardian Warrior…’
    

    
      I found out why the lass had said ‘dowry.’ According to Kantahar, son of the Aishwen Tribe’s chief, a Great Guardian Warrior had the sacred duty of devoting their body and soul to protect the Great Shaman, both spiritually and physically. In other words, it was the Great Guardian Warrior’s duty to be Lokoroïa’s pimp.
    

    
      ‘I can’t even take it back. Fuck.’
    

    
      Lokoroïa gave two days of blood to prepare wyverns as dowry. Most damning was that Lokoroïa and I had already exchanged a kiss (in order to save her life), and my handprint was on her pure (naked) body.
    

    
      ‘Que sera sera. It’s not like she’s the first…’
    

    
      I was past worrying and more in the realm of utter self-despair. Lokoroïa wasn’t the only woman I needed to take responsibility for. That was a problem I really didn’t want to think about until the territory was stable. I decided to quietly bury the issue for the time being.
    

    
      “You only need to do as ordered.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!” shouted Sir Shailt crisply in response.
    

    
      “Have all the provisions been sent to Haiton Village?”
    

    
      “Yes, your instructions have been carried out, my liege.”
    

    
      “Then recall all the soldiers protecting the village. For one week, do not approach Haiton Village, and patrolling the area will not be permitted.”
    

    
      “Your word is my command, my liege.”
    

    
      He did not question me. This was a proper knight. If his liege told him to die, he was prepared to do so—that was the definition of a knight, and Shailt fully lived up to that image. He probably had all sorts of thoughts regarding my instructions just now, but he uttered none of those doubts. At first glance, he looked perfectly stalwart.
    

    
      “Are there any other matters you need to ask of me? If there’s anything you require, simply ask.”
    

    
      “No, my liege. There are no other supplies we require. The knights, soldiers, and citizens alike are all content.”
    

    
      I expected as much. Since they were on the front line, the precious weapons produced in the Dwarven Village were distributed first to the knights in Orakk Castle. On top of that, they were sent plenty of wheat and other provisions.
    

    
      ‘I guess it’s time to go back now.’
    

    
      Because the covert hangars were already full, I couldn’t bring the wyverns there. I decided to leave the 20 wyverns at Orakk Castle as an emergency force. Since it was winter and the movements of merchants and mercenaries were restricted near the northern front line, I could hide the wyverns here in Orakk Castle.
    

    
      This gift from Lokoroïa would be a secret card hidden from others, an absolutely necessary dagger in Nerman’s bosom.
      

    

    
      
        Cla-cla-cla-clang!
      
    

    
      
        Claaang!
      
    

    
      As swords full of mana clashed fiercely, blue mana sparks scattered within the dueling hall. 
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      A grunt rang out as one sword rampaged towards a flustered knight’s chest like a furious beast.
    

    
      The knight panicked for a moment. With his skills, he could easily block the sword, but he hesitated, worried that swinging his sword to block the brute-force charge might injure his opponent.
    

    
      
        Splat!
      
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      However, his brief moment of hesitation resulted in cold steel plunging into his belly.
    

    
      “Hahahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      As the dueling knight collapsed, bright laughter rang out in the expansive, underground dueling hall.
    

    
      “Does any other knight wish to fight me?”
    

    
      Paying no heed to the condition of the knight on the ground, the crazed beast stared at the other knights on standby.
    

    
      “Hmph! Can you really call yourselves the Imperial Knights protecting the Empire and the Imperial Family? Tsk tsk.”
    

    
      The Imperial Knights were wearing silver armor engraved with a black wyvern, the symbol of the Bajran Empire. Despite the Crown Prince’s humiliating mockery, not a single one of them stood forward. No matter what anyone said, the man before them their liege, the one they had vowed to devote their lives to. The Imperial Knights were used to these occasional one-sided duels.
    

    
      “Heal him.”
    

    
      Poltviran’s sword had plunged deep into the knight’s abdomen, but the Imperial Family had tons of top-grade potion, so such a severe wound could be treated at any time. The waiting servants hurriedly scrambled forward to remove the knight’s armor, feed him holy water, and pour some on his wound. In an instant, a potion easily worth dozens of Gold was used up.
    

    
      “How irritating…”
    

    
      After the end of the duel, Poltviran personally removed his gauntlets, frowning. His heart grew hot thinking about his father, the Emperor, who was said to likely not make it through the winter because his illness had taken a serious turn. Poltviran might be the Crown Prince, the first in line to the throne, but a crown prince was not an emperor. Even now, he could do anything he pleased, but his insatiable desire made Poltviran feel rage.
    

    
      “Your Highness, an excellent product has been prepared for your pleasure.”
    

    
      Thankfully, Viscount Silveron was always there to scratch Poltviran’s itch. He was no servant, but he subserviently brought Poltviran a towel, working up Poltviran’s other desire.
    

    
      “Tch, she won’t bite her tongue like that other bitch a few days ago?”
    

    
      At Viscount Silveron’s quiet words, Poltiviran clicked his tongue as his eyes glowed with rage.
    

    
      “There is no worry of that with this product. A product fresh from Haildrian, completely untouched by men.”
    

    
      “Hooh, a cold Haildrian bitch, huh.”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Highness. A high-quality Haildrian product with a cold exterior but hot interior.”
    

    
      “Go ahead and prepare it then.”
    

    
      “It is already waiting in your bedroom, Your Highness. Because it has consumed Alpo’s Aphrodisiac, you need only embrace it.”
    

    
      Poltviran’s face brightened in no time at Viscount Silveron’s words, which slid sweetly into his ear like the devil’s whispering.
    

    
      “As I thought, no one’s as good as you.”
    

    
      “I am deeply flattered, Your Highness.”
    

    
      Sharing evil words between themselves, hot desire bloomed throughout the imperial underground training hall, where bloodthirst had whirled not long ago. 
    

    
      In the heart of the Bajran Empire, the Bajran Imperial Palace, the seeds of the empire’s destruction were sprouting rapidly.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Uaghh! That bastard, I’ll—!”
    

    
      In the Imperial Palace of the Laviter Empire, a certain man was gnashing his teeth with his eyes closed.
    

    
      “Your Highness, please endure a little longer. Soon, the order to dispatch troops will be given.”
    

    
      “A little longer, a little longer! Just how long must I endure! My heart is on the verge of burning black with rage! That bastard, I must rip that unforgivable bastard’s skin from his body with my own two hands!”
    

    
      Uncontrollable bloodthirst exploded from 2nd Prince Alskane. He eagerly watched over the subjugation army of the Havis Kingdom, but he was told of a humiliating defeat. A territory with only as much power as a mere county of the Laviter Empire managed to destroy the Havis Kingdom’s nobles’ army, which was dispatched on the secret orders of the empire. To make things worse, Nerman won a perfect landslide victory.
    

    
      “Winter must first pass. Also, the bastard is a count of the Bajran Empire. We cannot recklessly act against him. Your Highness, if you wait just a little longer, I, your humble servant, will personally take care of everything.”
    

    
      These days, Duke Yanovis was residing far from his territory, choosing to stay near the capital. He soothed his grandson’s rage.
    

    
      ‘Because of that bastard, Alskane is becoming a fool.’
    

    
      2nd Prince Alskane’s soul was consumed by his first-ever fear of death. Driven by uncontrollable rage, he was becoming more and more violent, something the Crown Prince’s faction rejoiced over.
    

    
      ‘He must be taken care of. In any case, no, using this opportunity, we can occupy the Havis Kingdom and handle Nerman.”
    

    
      It was necessary to expand the empire’s territory. The empire had not engaged in conquest for the last few decades, resulting in the constant, unmanageable growth of the nobles’ numbers. As such, there was useless discord between the nobles. The accumulated strength of the empire, that should be expressed towards other nations, was turning inwards with ugly squabbles as the situation had grown to the breaking point. Even without the 2nd Prince’s incident, a war was absolutely necessary.
    

    
      They had plenty of pretext as well. The Havis nobles seeking asylum in Laviter were urgently requesting the empire to recover their honor, and the Nerman Lord fearlessly dared to display such obvious evidence of his crimes against the empire, the Gold Wyverns. These two reasons gave the Havis Kingdom plenty of grounds to attack Nerman.
    

    
      However, the winter season was a problem. War was not like taking candy from a baby, but a serious business requiring attention to the soldiers, arms, army provisions, strategies and tactics, as well as the authorization of the Emperor and high-ranking nobles.
    

    
      ‘We’ll start by raising a border controversy with the Havis Kingdom using the Roen Principality. The two nations have had many border issues in the past.’
    

    
      The Havis Kingdom could not be left as is. Most of the recently outed nobles were people who had sworn loyalty to the Laviter Empire. If the Bajran Empire supporters were to increase their influence after the disappearance of Laviter’s supporters, things would become complicated.
    

    
      ‘Thankfully, the Bajran Emperor is sick, so this is the time to strike.’
    

    
      If they wanted to, Laviter could subjugate a small country like Havis in a single week. However, the issue was the Bajran Empire, which shared a border with Havis. The Havis Kingdom acted as a buffer between the two empires, with Laviter and Bajran eyeing each other warily. Both empires wanted to swallow up the weak Havis Kingdom, but the country was an important location that could bring about war between the two empires.
    

    
      “I get it. I’ll wait until the spring. If you cannot deal with it when springtime comes… I will personally ask my Imperial Father to dispatch troops!”
    

    
      The current emperor of the Laviter Empire, Hadveria von Laviter the 3rd, was a tricky emperor to figure out. He called himself a tyrant and other rulers sagacious monarchs. It was rumored that he was the only ruler among all the nations of the continent to have reached Blade Master level.
    

    
      “Your wish is my command, Your Highness.”
    

    
      The preparations were already in motion. The moment spring arrived and the snow melted, the Laviter Empire would shake the world with a mighty roar.
    

    
      And they would do it flashily, with the strongest and most courageous wyverns of the continent, Gold Wyverns.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Being at home is the best.’
    

    
      I received maximum worship and treatment at the Temir temple, but I liked my home, the plain old covert, best. In no time at all, Bebeto and I arrived at the skies above Denfors. A light shower of snow was falling over the city.
    

    
      “Hohohohoho.”
    

    
      “Hahahahaha!”
    

    
      ‘Ah? What’s that?’
    

    
      We were happily approaching the covert when I saw a bustling scene at a certain location outside the city. People were normally reluctant to go out in the cold weather, but a crowd of nearly ten thousand people were gathered there, most of them being children and their parents. The crowd produced joyful laughter so loud I could hear it all the way from the sky.
    

    
      ‘Aramis…’
    

    
      I saw her immediately. A goddess-like existence was standing under the guard of paladins wrapped in white cloaks. She was putting food into their bowls.
    

    
      ‘It really did become a sledding hill.’
    

    
      I created the thing, but back then, I had no idea that it would be so popular. In the past, the children and citizens were unable to play during the winter due to monster invasion, the cold, and hunger, but this winter, they were playing joyfully on the sledding hill I created. Looking at the merry sight made me feel satisfied, their joy lifting my spirits as well.
    

    
      “It’s the Lord!”
    

    
      “Waaaaaaaa! The Lord has come!!!!”
    

    
      Someone spotted me in the sky, and their shout was followed by the resounding cheers of the citizens.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto bellowed in my stead, announcing his existence with grandeur. And then, without getting any orders from me, he began to land close to Aramis.
    

    
      The knights and hundreds of soldiers who had been protecting the playing children formed ranks instantaneously to greet me.
    

    
      I felt Bebeto’s heavy body landing with a thump.
    

    
      “All haaaaail!”
    

    
      As we did so, the soldiers fired off an energetic military salute.
    

    
      “Greetings to the Lord!”
    

    
      The citizens also came forward, kneeling in the cold snow. No one ordered them to do so, but the people and soldiers treated me with devotion, a sight that made me feel a bit embarrassed, but happy.
    

    
      Unclasping my safety ring, I jumped down light on my feet, landing next to Aramis.
    

    
      “Welcome back,” said Aramis, giving me a bright smile. Her brown eyes were laden with intense happiness.
    

    
      “Everyone, rise.”
    

    
      There was no need for them to stay kneeling, so I ordered the people to rise before turning to Aramis. If I could, I would have liked to pick her up in a warm bear hug, but there were too many people watching.
    

    
      “What is going on here, Lady Aramis?”
    

    
      Aramis held a very unique position in the city, so I used honorifics with her. She commanded nearly the same amount of respect and love in the territory as me.
    

    
      “Without your permission, I asked Sir Derval if I could distribute food here. I apologize.”
    

    
      What was there to be sorry for? ‘If it’s for you, a little food is nothing.’
    

    
      Aramis wasn’t the only one participating in the food drive. Hundreds of female residents were preparing a mountain of food, like a huge, open-air restaurant. Although the food only consisted of hot soup and bread, the appetizing aroma in the air reflected the great care put into the food.
    

    
      “May I have some as well?”
    

    
      “Hoho. Of course.”
    

    
      Aramis was in charge of the soup. The sight of her in a white apron was absolutely adorable. 
    

    
      “The Lord is eating the same food as us…”
    

    
      “I am so grateful for him.”
    

    
      When they grew hungry while sledding, the people would come here to resolve their hunger. They were driven to tears upon seeing me wanting to eat the same food as them.
    

    
      ‘This is nothing. Cough cough.’
    

    
      In Korea, I was merely an ordinary kid from an upper-class family. I remembered something someone had once said—even a millionaire eats three meals a day and goes to the toilet to poo, just like any other person.
    

    
      “Here is your meal.”
    

    
      After pouring a ladle of hot soup into a wooden bowl, Aramis passed it over to me with a smile.
    

    
      “Are you free tonight? It has been a while, how would you like a night flight…”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      Glancing at the paladins who stepped far out of the way upon my appearance, I sent Aramis a secret phrase privy only to us. The cute Aramis reddened with a blush as she nodded.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. This is what I live for, seriously.’
    

    
      I felt all my accumulated stress flying away.
    

    
      The Saintess of Neran, Aramis… She was the breath of my soul, an existence I could not live without.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 116: Each Drop of Sweat is Money!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “They’re not here yet?”
    

    
      “Yes. They said they would come soon, but they have yet to arrive.”
    

    
      ‘Are their internal affairs still complicated?’
    

    
      Wyverns, prisoners, and weapons, all things a kingdom could not operate without, were in my territory, but the Havis Kingdom could not even think of retrieving them. It seems the kingdom hasn’t been sorted out yet. Otherwise, there was no way they would neglect their wyverns like this.
    

    
      ‘I hope it’s nothing serious…’
    

    
      After returning to my office, Derval reported on various things. I hadn’t left my seat for long, but there was already a mountain of things to handle.
    

    
      “Shall I contact them again, sir?”
    

    
      “No, leave it.”
    

    
      Rosiathe was no idiot. Rather, I could tell how brilliant she was from the rumors I had overheard regarding her brisk cleansing of the nobles.
    

    
      “How is the coal mining going?”
    

    
      “The first harvest has been completed. It is being distributed to nearby areas first.”
    

    
      “Were there any problems?”
    

    
      “Thanks to the hardworking slaves and soldiers, everything is proceeding as planned. And because they have been using the Kyre Road, the distribution has been proceeding swiftly as well.”
    

    
      ‘But I’ll need to return the slaves soon…’
    

    
      I couldn’t enslave Temir while bearing the title of Great Guardian Warrior, the 2nd in command of the Temir folk.
    

    
      “How about the acquisition of slaves?”
    

    
      “Slave merchants are not very active during the winter. The slaves, who are treated as products, can be injured or perish, so during particular seasons, they do not get involved in wars or territory affairs.”
    

    
      ‘That’s regrettable.’
    

    
      I could also mobilize citizens, but there were many other things they needed to do. On this large, large territory, farming was the greatest boost they could offer to the territory.
    

    
      “After some consideration, I arrived at this conclusion: what about contacting the Havis Kingdom?”
    

    
      “Havis?”
    

    
      “It is said that the recent extensive purging of nobles has created a tremendous number of slaves. Even the families of knights and soldiers who had connections to noble houses or participated in previous acts of noble exploitation were turned into slaves, resulting in tens of thousands of slaves. Despite that, I heard that the slave merchants have not moved, as if they decided in unison to not get involved.”
    

    
      “Don’t major merchant groups also deal with slaves?”
    

    
      “Yes. Other than the Rubis Merchants, all other merchant groups deal with slaves, but they are not buying the slaves, as if they all agreed to not do so. They have been using the season as an excuse, but I believe they are waiting in order to drive down the prices.”
    

    
      “Hooh, is that so?”
    

    
      I didn’t really like the origins of the slaves, but if need be, we could simply sell and get new ones. Also, some of them were bound to be men and women of talent.
    

    
      ‘Guess I should visit once.’
    

    
      I did have some worries about Rosiathe. Also, I had a method to drag over 100 wyverns to the Havis Kingdom, so it was time to shed those ravenous food pits.
    

    
      “Any other issues?”
    

    
      “I have already reported on everything else. Besides trifling matters like the opening of the sledding hill and the winter combat training, there are no important issues to report.”
    

    
      “You’ve done well, Sir Derval.”
    

    
      “I do not deserve such praise, my liege. Compared to your labor, this is nothing.”
    

    
      ‘That’s right, Sir Derval. You’re the only one who recognizes my efforts.’
    

    
      In the recent visit to the Temir alone, I had to overcome the threat of death several times. How sad would it be if not a single person recognized my death-defying efforts? I might be the lord responsible for Nerman, but still.
    

    
      “But… It seems that you have a new airplate. What happened to the old one? An airplate is worth more than a few cents…”
    

    
      '.....??'
    

    
      My happy thoughts were interrupted by Derval’s stingy words.
    

    
      “T-That’s because something happened… Haha. This is the newer model at least, right?”
    

    
      “I know as much. But where did you leave your former airplate? Surely you did not leave it behind just because you got a newer model, right? Even a broken airplate is easily worth thousands of Gold…”
    

    
      Trailing off, Derval looked at me with eyes of interrogation, staring at me as if I was a frivolous spender despite the territory’s difficult financial circumstances.
    

    
      “A-As…if I would do such a senseless thing. Ha, hahaha…”
    

    
      ‘How can a person change this much? The Derval I know isn’t such a stingy knight.’
    

    
      “My lord, please listen to me calmly. The continent has a proverb for something like this—live not like an ogre eating out orcs. The proverb is about a starving ogre discovering a cave of orcs and gorging itself day after day, even after satisfying its hunger, leading to the emptying out of the cave and once again ending up on the road of starvation. Currently, the territory coffers are overflowing, but it is at times like this that every knight and resident, including the lord, must save in order to prepare for the future. I merely wish that you understand this sincere advice of mine, my lord.”
    

    
      ‘Argh, I’m the one killing myself to make the money. Sob sob.’
    

    
      I wanted to cry, but it wasn’t like he was wrong, so I simply nodded.
    

    
      “I shan't forget your eye-opening advice…and intent, Sir Derval.”
    

    
      “Thank you very much, my liege.”
    

    
      ‘That’s right, if not for Sir Derval, who would pay such close attention to the territory finances?’
    

    
      I quickly set my somewhat askew feelings straight. Nerman and I were not yet renowned across the continent, and we had the historical task of surviving while wedged between two empires. Of course we had to save, save, and save some more. If things went well, we would have plenty of time to eat in abundance later.
    

    
      ‘But damn, why do I keep thinking about my mom?’
    

    
      During Thanksgiving and other national holidays, kids like me would get an allowance from adults, but my mom would confiscate that using her authority as a mom, in the name of “savings.” However, I knew that my money was never put aside as savings, but instead turned into the expensive makeup adorning my mom’s face or sexy lingerie prepared to make my dad happy. I suddenly felt my shameless mom’s aura from Sir Derval.
    

    
      ‘No way, right…’
    

    
      I wanted to believe in Derval. I struggled to dismiss my foreboding thoughts, firmly believing that such a nightmarish tragedy would not occur a second time in my life.
    

    
      Rather… I wanted to believe that.
    

    
      But I couldn’t completely dismiss the thought, because Sir Derval was like a mother to this territory.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “To think that there is such a dearth of nobles and knights we can trust…”
    

    
      In the last month, the Havis Kingdom was the busiest nation in the continent. All the nobles and knights who offended the royal family as well as the crown were successfully mopped up. But the face of Princess Rosiathe, the woman in charge of the current kingdom, was still laden with apprehension. Only now did she discover the extent of the corruption the nobles and knights had spread. She thought that as long as they cleaned up the traitors and the profiteers, the kingdom could be rebuilt, but it wasn’t that easy.
    

    
      News of another rebellion came today, as well. The minor lords adjacent to the Roen Principality and the Laviter Empire defied the crown’s edict and killed the official and knights who were dispatched there. She would have liked to send knights and soldiers immediately to suppress the rebellion, but there was no one she could send. There was no knowing when the traitors would come rushing back, so men were needed to protect the royal family, and because she had to appoint new nobles from the knights to fill the vacant positions, the number of talents at her disposal had sharply decreased. Moreover, many territory soldiers, including formally enlisted soldiers, were still being held as prisoners in Nerman. Even if they mobilized all the Skyknight cadets currently being trained, they could not bring all the wyverns back to Havis, and they had no energy to spare for that, either. Even now, all the skilled Skyknights she had were busy quelling other rebellions and protecting important military positions.
    

    
      “I didn’t think the kingdom was in such a critical state…”
    

    
      There were countless nobles and knights who fled the kingdom in fear, despite not being on Rosiathe’s hit list. They fled in the night, taking treasures that could be considered part of the national wealth with them, leaving the kingdom completely empty.
    

    
      The Roen Principality was not even an empire, but relations with them were strained due to border issues. If they attacked, there would be absolutely no way for Havis to oppose them.
    

    
      ‘For now, we need to reclaim the territory soldiers taken as prisoners as well as the wyverns, but…’
    

    
      The most urgent matter was strengthening their military force. The difference between a Skyknight trainee with a wyvern and one without a wyvern was like heaven and earth. As long as they had wyverns, even the rebel armies in the kingdom would be helpless to resist.
    

    
      However, it was impossible to bring the wyverns over. The tumultuous situation was barely being maintained by pulling every last bit of energy the royal family had.
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      Feeling bitter, deep loneliness, Rosiathe let out a long sigh. There were still Royal Knights around to guard the palace, but there wasn’t a single person she could speak her heart to. Even Duke Safidian, her maternal grandfather, was dragging his old bones to suppress rebel forces.
    

    
      Rosiathe’s sigh echoed out in the long royal councilroom. However, she did not stoop to tears. Loneliness and weakness were two separate things. Rosiathe closed her eyes, sinking into a short moment of stillness.
    

    
      “Kyre…”
    

    
      From her lips came the name of a certain man. The mere thought of him, the mere act of calling his name, gave her strength and comfort.
    

    
      The tired princess leaned into the large throne, longing for that man.
    

    
      On this long, long winter night, she desperately wished that he would come to her, if only in her dreams...
      

    

    
      ‘Jeez, you guys can be paladins for all I care, but why continue meddling in someone else’s relationship?’
    

    
      I didn’t know that going on one measly flight with Aramis would be this difficult. I had to dodge the paladins like I was James Bond, risking my life for a night flight with Aramis. To the paladins, Aramis was an utterly sacred saintess, but to me, she was a woman.
    

    
      
        Swooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      ‘Feels great!’
    

    
      Even before the snow shower clouds could disappear, the sky was filling with clouds. In the frosty wind, both Aramis and I were wrapped up in airplates, but the sensation of Aramis’ head on my back and her hands on my waist elated me.
    

    
      There was no need for words between us. Simply flying over the moonlit snowfields was enough to refresh my heart and lighten my burden. I couldn’t open my mouth because of the cold wind, but our hearts were communicating all the same.
    

    
      No matter what anyone said, at that moment, we were merely speaking with our hearts, silently telling each other this:
    

    
      
        I’m happy because you and I are together.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “There is an urgent need to construct bridges in addition to roads for the territory’s development. Nerman currently has a total of three bridges, all of which were constructed by the Bajran Empire and are in poor condition.”
    

    
      ‘It’s still a minefield of problems.’
    

    
      A meeting was underway with Derval and his friends, Nerman’s important officials, Andriave and Thevedian. A slew of reports came my way.
    

    
      “That’s not all. The roads we are currently constructing can also be turned into an advantage of invading enemies, my lord. As such, at the same time as building the bridges, it is necessary to construct formidable mid-sized forts near them.”
    

    
      As the territory development meeting progressed, everyone’s eyes were glued to a map of Nerman. Armed with a comprehensive understanding of the territory, the two new administrators recommended the construction of a bridge and a fort to protect it.
    

    
      “But a bridge is not something that can be constructed in a day or two, but a large-scale effort that will take at least a year, so it is not something that can be so easily started, correct?” asked Derval respectfully, looking at his two friends. They were friends, but his work attitude was impeccable.
    

    
      “For the sake of the innovative territory development that the Lord is planning, the construction of the roads and bridges is crucial. I believe the kind of development the Lord is planning is one where riding a horse across the breadth of Nerman in a single day is a part of daily life.”
    

    
      Andriave, whose heterochromia eyes were blue on one side and brown on the other, looked at me as he asked for my opinion.
    

    
      ‘Birds of a feather flock together, huh. As expected of Derval’s friends.’
    

    
      “You’re correct. My plan is to connect all of Nerman so that every corner can be reached in a single day. Nerman may be large, but the population is only that of an empire’s barony. It is my primary goal to connect the territory to one day of travel, innovatively reforming the movements of soldiers and logistics alike.”
    

    
      The land of Nerman was nearly as big as South Korea, but this large piece of land was being used by only 500,000 residents, and barely ⅕ of the entire territory’s land was being utilized. Without some kind of revolutionary method, we couldn’t even attempt to develop the territory.
    

    
      Only by quickly moving soldiers, people, and supplies to the places where they were needed could Nerman accumulate its lacking national power and stand on a stage with other empires and kingdoms.
    

    
      ‘This place still hasn’t completely realized the importance of logistics.’
    

    
      Merchants might have a basic idea of how important logistics were, but nobles were clueless. Aerial combat using wyverns were seen as the most important aspect of war, and as a result, the fostering of infantry or construction of government roads was put on the back burner. Even the Bajran Empire, which was considered one of the most developed in the continent, only had country roads as soon as you left the capital. But for someone like me, who was used to receiving packages in 2 days and 1 night no matter where in the country they were sent, Kallian was a stuffy place. That’s why I decided to maximize the movement of supplies in my territory, at least.
    

    
      “If so, like what Sir Thevedian says, a fort must be constructed along with a bridge. It would spell abject failure if our enemies were to seize control of the bridge and become capable of faster movement using our road.”
    

    
      “Of course. As you all know, in Nerman, three tributaries combine in the middle into the Lovent River. We only have three bridges constructed on those rivers, and most of them are located with no heed to the road that is currently planned. As such, I’ve decided to construct at least five new bridges. Here, here, and here, here, here as well…”
    

    
      I pointed to five places on the large Nerman map, indicating five new construction sites.
    

    
      “Your insight is remarkable, sir. They are connected to the Kyre Road, and in those places, the existing bridges can be used in an emergency.”
    

    
      “As expected of our liege. To think you had a solution prepared already…”
    

    
      Andriave and Thevedian looked at me with surprise.
    

    
      “This much is nothing for our liege. He arrived here in Nerman empty-handed, rose to the position of lord in less than a year, and brought peace to the territory. I’m sure he will surprise you two even more in the future.”
    

    
      As if imparting some personal words of wisdom to his friends, Derval smiled smugly as he worked hard to boast about me. Hearing embarrassing praise spoken right in front of the person in question wasn’t a terrible feeling.
    

    
      “Then shall we set bridge construction as an important task to be finished within a year? Or did you intend on it being a long-term project?”
    

    
      “Derval, is the production of bricks progressing well, as I ordered?”
    

    
      “Of course, my liege. We have already produced enough bricks to remake one part of the Denfors city walls.”
    

    
      “Excellent. Then our first priority this winter is to construct a bridge connecting to the Kyre Road near Denfors, along with a fort to protect it.”
    

    
      “P-Pardon?”
    

    
      “M-My lord, do you really mean this winter?”
    

    
      “My liege…”
    

    
      The three people stared at me, mouths agape, at my apparently ridiculous claim. If I was going to show them what I was made of, I might as well engrave it deeply in their brains.
    

    
      “Men, shall we make a bet? If I can construct a bridge and fort before the end of this winter, one month of pay will be cut from your yearly wage. How about it? Want to bet?”
    

    
      A life without bets was boring. Back in Korea, my friends and I would make little bets using drinks and bread as wagers. Every time, I experienced the sweet taste of victory. Kallian and her people were no different—they were just as enamored with the exhilaration of bets as I was. It wasn’t as if one month of wages was some big wager, but it would be all the more exciting if there was victory condition.
    

    
      “Alright! If you can construct a bridge and fort this winter, my lord, then I’ll forgo a month of wages, no, make it half a year of wages!”
    

    
      “Andriave… That’s…” Having keenly experienced the depth of my abilities, Derval tried to stop Andriave.
    

    
      “Haha. You’re a real man. Then, allow me to put down a wager of my own. If I cannot keep my promise, I will give you one year of wages as a bonus.”
    

    
      “My liege, I would like to participate as well!”
    

    
      Thevedian, who was just looking from the side, quickly jumped in at the mention of such a huge bonus.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk…”
    

    
      Derval clicked his tongue at the pitiful actions of his friends. He was making a sound of scorn, but his lips were curved into a smile. He was likely thinking of the territory’s finances and how wonderful it would be to make his friends work for half a year, free.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “This is how you do it.”
    

    
      “Ah! I see.”
    

    
      ‘What a nice working relationship.’
    

    
      I arrived at the temporary territory magic tower, a remodeled hangar. The beastmen and mages were busy producing magic items and didn’t even notice my entrance.
    

    
      ‘It really feels like a factory.’
    

    
      The beastmen and mages were engraving magic arrays into the Blessed Spears made by the dwarves. They concentrated on their work, mithril welders in their hands. Because I told them that magic item production was necessary for the cultivation of magic ability, the beastmen and mages were going all out, staying up long nights.
    

    
      I was incredibly thankful that they were doing the work I did alone in the past, divided up amongst themselves. It was simple manual labor at the level of sewing eyes onto stuffed animals, something I’d only heard of. For these guys, who didn’t possess that much magic knowledge, this labor would help them grow, but for someone who had 8th Circle magic knowledge in their head, it was just meaningless labor.
    

    
      ‘There’s no use even if other kingdoms get these spears. Huhu.’
    

    
      It was no use even if other nations got their hands on the magic blueprints of the new Blessed Spears. The final step of making the Blessed Spears after the beastmen and mages engraved the arrays was my duty. The spears were only completed after a threefold sequence of magic formulas and a special mana stabilization process. It was just inscribing one line of Runic at the end, but if the order was messed up, the spear would be rendered completely useless.
    

    
      ‘Do your best, everyone.’
    

    
      Despite their keen senses, the beastmen were concentrating so intensely that they didn’t notice me. I didn’t want to needlessly disrupt a nicely running factory.
    

    
      Each drop of their sweat was basically money, after all!
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 117: Making Kimchi
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘It sure is jam-packed.’
    

    
      For the first time in a while, I had time to walk around the covert. It has been so crazy lately that I haven’t had the luxury of looking around my little neighborhood.
    

    
      
        Kwaaaaa!
      
    

    
      
        Kiuuuuuuuuuu!
      
    

    
      “Hurry up and prepare for patrols!”
    

    
      “You there, I said to put on the 2-seater saddle today!”
    

    
      Weyn Covert had transformed into an open-air market. Just one year ago, this place was a deserted plot of land without a single proper wyvern, but now, it was bustling with squawking wyverns, crewmates, soldiers, and temporary buildings scattered everywhere.
    

    
      ‘I should hurry along with the moving preparations.’
    

    
      There were a lot of important branches and goods that had to be kept hidden from the public eye, however, the covert was too small. Once spring arrived, I’d have to accelerate construction of the castle that would become the center of the territory.
    

    
      “All hail!”
    

    
      As I walked around the hangars, I reached a place where several soldiers were standing guard.
    

    
      ‘What’re they standing guard for in the covert?’
    

    
      “Thank you for your efforts. What are you guarding here?”
    

    
      “I do not know, sir. Orders came from the top and we have been keeping guard all day long.”
    

    
      Even the soldiers on guard didn’t know what they were guarding.
    

    
      ‘It can’t be magic crystals… is something going on?’
    

    
      I combed my memory, but the important stuff was kept in the HQ building, where the guard was the strongest.
    

    
      “Open the door.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      In Nerman, I had the authority to go anywhere I wanted, no matter where it was. The soldiers heeded my command at once, opening the side door of the hangar.
    

    
      ‘What’s this smell?’
    

    
      A familiar smell drifted my way from the open door.
    

    
      I walked into the hangar.
    

    
      “Light!”
    

    
      The inside was dark, so I cast the 1st Circle spell, Light.
    

    
      Driven by my mana, the Light spell instantly illuminated the hangar with a flash.
    

    
      “Aren’t these… spices?”
    

    
      In our first trade with the Kesmire pirates, we received spices as a bonus. They were valuable ingredients produced in the eastern continent.
    

    
      “But this smell is…”
    

    
      We had received these goods several months ago, but I had never opened them up. Fate did not allow me to luxuriously use spices in my food. Plus, spices were such valuable ingredients that you could compare them to gold. Because the pirates of the Kesmire Archipelago had taken control of the sea, they could not be easily acquired, coupled with the fact that the eastern continent was also an isolated place, so I heard that there wasn’t much trade with them in the first place. That’s why only very rich nobles used spices in their food.
    

    
      ‘That smells like black pepper, and my god? Is that hot pepper?”
    

    
      My nose wasn’t as sensitive as a dog’s, but I had pretty keen senses. I could parse out the smells of black pepper and hot pepper from the various smells in the air.
    

    
      ‘Kimchi… wow!!!’
    

    
      As soon as I thought of hot pepper, the winter kimchi my mom always made came to mind. If I was at home, the kimchi-making-season would be done around now, and fresh, spicy kimchi would adorn our joyful meals every day.
    

    
      With a rustle, I removed the enspelled fabric. 
    

    
      I knew that there would be no fresh vegetables until spring came, so all the fruits and vegetables from the autumn harvest were being stored somewhere in the covert, with a 3rd Circle preservation spell—something any 3rd circle mage could cast—on them.
    

    
      This magic fabric, which could maintain mana, had 3rd Circle magic on it, too. If ordinary chili pepper was stored like this in Korea, you’d be called a nutcase, but it was only a natural course of action here, where they were treated as valuable spices that had crossed an ocean.
    

    
      “Ohhhh!”
    

    
      Under the fabric were red, dried hot peppers. They looked a bit smaller than the ones on Earth, but their spicy aroma was the real deal.
    

    
      “Huhuhu… Thank you, Mom!”
    

    
      Whenever we made kimchi, my mother always used me as manual labor. She’d set me to peeling onions and garlic, as well as slathering the seasoning paste, which took time and energy. Because it was a repeated tradition, I was a master when it came to making kimchi. I was forced to follow her instructions because my mom had a ridiculous claim that a man should know how to make kimchi before getting married, but right now, I could only send my heartfelt thanks for her teachings and opinion.
    

    
      “There’s garlic here, onion, and napa cabbage. Uhuhu! It’s kimchi time! Kimchi!”
    

    
      This continent wasn’t all that different from Earth. Napa cabbage and daikon radish had different names here, but they looked and tasted similar. The only difference was that the ones we had here were about twice as large.
    

    
      “Oh! Isn’t this ginger?!”
    

    
      Back when I first got these, I wondered why Chrisia bothered to give me spices like these, so I even gave some as a present to Count Yaix when he was going back to the empire. The thought that I might be able to eat kimchi completely dashed away my indifference, and I opened all the spices, sniffing them intently. I was able to find black pepper and dried ginger, necessary spices for making kimchi.
    

    
      “Oh! Mom!”
    

    
      Mom burst from my lips yet again.
    

    
      “We’ve got the napa cabbage, and plenty of other veggies stored up. So all I have to do is figure out the salted seafood. I can make kimchi.” 
    

    
      While listing off all the seasonings and vegetables necessary for kimchi, I remembered the salted seafood, but it wasn’t a big concern. My mom usually used salted shrimp, so all I had to do was use the shrimp commonly found in the sea in front of Denfors.
    

    
      I ran outside in a hurry. For me, someone who had been living off of bread and meat, kimchi was the greatest gift from the gods. I couldn’t be calm about it.
    

    
      “Bebeto!”
    

    
      Going outside, I loudly shouted for my private taxi, Bebeto.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Lala, lalala~”
    

    
      I hummed as I sprinkled the right amount of salt into sliced napa cabbage.
    

    
      “M-My lord…”
    

    
      Lucia’s mom and the kitchen maids stared uneasily at me, who had appeared out of nowhere and commandeered the kitchen. They were all aghast at the sight of their awe-inspiring lord cutting hundreds of napa cabbages.
    

    
      “Are the loto and atpa prepared?”
    

    
      “Y-Yes. We have done everything you instructed, my lord. But what kind of dish are you preparing, sir? Please, let us do it.”
    

    
      The women were terrified by the fact that a noble, no, their lord, was in the kitchen, personally cutting napa cabbage and sprinkling salt. Even though I appreciated their willingness to help, this was something I had to do myself.
    

    
      ‘The salting is done, and the salt water is also ready.’
    

    
      In front of me was a large wooden container filled with salt water, in which I would let the napa cabbage and radish rest. An egg was floating in the water, which let me know that the water was salted just right. I put the salted napa cabbage into the container with a splash. The cabbage, which we would normally salt in the bathroom in our apartment, went right in.
    

    
      ‘Shall we make the salted shrimp now?’
    

    
      The covert had a traditional kitchen. The large kitchen that was normally clean thanks to Lucia’s mom’s tidy personality had become a total mess due to all the things I started. It was only the beginning, though, and this time, I turned to pour the shrimp I caught during the day into a big stone bowl. Then, I sprinkled salt over it. I wanted fermentation, not spoilage, so I used salt, the enemy of spoilage.
    

    
      ‘Without magic, I would have had to wait a long time.’
    

    
      Salted seafood wasn’t something you could make in a day or two, but I had magic. I decided to use one of the many status spells, a magic for spoilage, to make the salted shrimp.
    

    
      “Decay!”
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      “Oh my!”
    

    
      “M-Magic!”
    

    
      Decay was a 3rd Circle transformation spell. Red mana flashed at my chant and covered the stone bowl, shocking the servants. Using magic to make food was something ordinary citizens could never even imagine. For commoners, who only knew how to cook food the normal way, ‘magic food’ existed only in their dreams.
    

    
      “You are all excused. Take a break until tomorrow.”
    

    
      The servants, who had tearfully peeled the garlic and onions, went from uneasy gazes to joyful ones at my words. It wasn’t like I worked them to the bone, but for a worker, the workplace was a testing ground of one’s patience, after all.
    

    
      “My lord, I will stay here,” said Lucia’s mom, who had watched my every action. I had returned to her the house and store stolen from her in the past, but she remained in charge of the food for me and the important knights. Her eyes gleamed as she watched what I did.
    

    
      “Do as you please.”
    

    
      It was harmless to let one person help me anyway. But they had to be capable of enduring the smell of the seasonings used in kimchi.
    

    
      ‘Step one is done. Now I just have to wait for the napa cabbage to be done salting.’
    

    
      Thanks to my discovery of hot pepper flakes, the day had become very joyful. I would have liked to attempt soy sauce and doenjang right away too, but I had to shelve those thoughts. I was more than happy enough with just kimchi in these busy times, so I decided to wait for another day.
    

    
      

    

    
      TN: Doenjang is fermented soybean paste, similar to miso.
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘I’ve got the baked earthenware jars, so all I’ve got to do is dig a hole, right?’ 
    

    
      I saw kimchi jars in the ground back at my grandpa’s house in the countryside. People in Kallian also put cucumbers and various foods into jars to ferment them. I could guess that they had come up with those methods in order to supplement inadequate vitamins and minerals.
    

    
      “Leave everything like this until tomorrow morning.”
    

    
      “Understood, my lord.”
    

    
      ‘It’s finally kimchi time. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      After completing the ingredient prep, I felt a flush of pride. I was someone who could find joy in the little things. Carrying a large yellow earthenware pot with ease, I opened the kitchen side door and went outside.
    

    
      ‘This place looks good.’
    

    
      After going outside, I decided to bury the pot in a place that got a lot of sunlight.
    

    
      ‘Gnome, what are you up to?’
    

    
      And then, I inwardly called Gnome.
    

    
      The earthen dwarf, Gnome, instantly surged up from the ground at my feet.
    

    
      “It’s been a while, has the Spirit King been doing well?”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      At my joking query, Gnome blinked eyes made of dirt at me. How would a mere lower earth spirit possibly be acquainted with the Spirit King?
    

    
      “Be sure to let them know that I wish them good health. Can you bury this here for me?”
    

    
      Gnome nodded twice on impulse.
    

    
      I put down the jar with a thud, and as soon as I did so, the jar began to sink into the ground like magic.
    

    
      “OK, that’s perfect!” When the jar was down to its neck in dirt, I shouted an ok. “Thanks for your hard work. See you next time.”
    

    
      Gnome disappeared without a sound.
    

    
      “Spirits are truly kind.”
    

    
      The spirits were far more trustworthy than humans.
    

    
      “Wait a sec! Come to think of it, I wonder how Sylphiria is doing?”
    

    
      I thought of Sylphiria, the archspirit I lured to my side in the spur of the moment, but couldn’t yet summon. However, because I now had chocolate-vanilla swirl mana that elevated me to the same stage as a 7th Circle mage, I suddenly remembered Sylphiria, who I had completely forgotten. The ultimate saintess-level figure of Sylphiria with her silver armor and long, silver hair flashed in my mind.
    

    
      I was tempted, but I decided to wait. I heard that the forced summon of a spirit would come with great pain. There was no need to endure agony just to ask her how she was doing. Also, Sylphiria had a female body shape. For now, even if it was a spirit, I wanted to be careful with all women.
    

    
      “It’s already evening. I should sleep early in order to finish the kimchi tomorrow. Huhu.”
    

    
      After one, long, worthwhile day, I was a bit tired. I went to my room, where my plushy bed awaited me, driven by the thought that I would only be able to make the kimchi if I quickly slept and opened my eyes in the morning. 
    

    
      I had the noble aspiration to make at least one chunk of kimchi, even if the apocalypse were to come the next day. I merely prayed that the continent wouldn’t disappear into thin air overnight. Because even if my days were numbered, as long as I could eat one chunk of kimchi, I would have no regrets.
      

    

    
      “A new weapon, you say?”
    

    
      “Yes. As shocking as it is, a new model of Blessed Spear with dramatically improved range and speed as well as a wyvern ballista have been developed in Nerman.”
    

    
      “Dramatically? Didn’t the magic towers declare that the spears could not be developed any further? So how can a spear with dramatically improved range and speed show up?! Who the hell made such a thing?!” yelled Bajran Empire’s Duke Ormere, who had been spending every day on his toes due to the emperor’s greatly worsening health.
    

    
      He could not help but yell in shock at the words of his confidant, Viscount Parquess. So much money and time had been invested in order to enhance the functions of Blessed Spears. However, because no further improvements could be expected from additional investment, the Blessed Spears in current use became the standard on the continent. Even the magic towers had clearly stated that they had given up, so not a single person came forward to dispute that claim. So Duke Ormere’s shock upon hearing that a revolutionary Blessed Spear appeared in Nerman was very reasonable.
    

    
      “We have not yet been able to acquire the new model of spear, so the exact specifications are not yet known. But after aggregating the words of the Havis soldiers, knights, and Skyknights who recently invaded Nerman, it is assumed that the new spears have an additional 1km of range compared to the current models.”
    

    
      “W-What? 1 KILOMETER?! Not 100 meters, but 1 km?!!”
    

    
      It took a lot to surprise Duke Ormere, but this news made him exclaim in astonishment. If the effective range was 1 km greater, a trained Skyknight could fire several more spears. Unless one had a considerable advantage in numbers, a foe armed with these new Blessed Spears would be terrifying to face.
    

    
      “We are doing our best to gather all the information possible. The merchant groups and every magic tower are doing everything they can to acquire the new model, as well. Soon, we’ll know the exact details.”
    

    
      “Unbelievable. How can such a thing come from Nerman, a place without any proper mages…”
    

    
      “Also, it is known that the ballistas are also a weapon that cannot be ignored.”
    

    
      “And what exactly is it? If it’s a long-range weapon against wyverns, we have such a thing as well, no?”
    

    
      “These are on a different level.”
    

    
      “Different level?”
    

    
      “Yes. Once again, the exact specs are unknown, but it is thought to guarantee an effective range of at least 2 km.”
    

    
      “2 KILOMETERS?! Something that isn’t a Blessed Spear, but a mere ballista, has a range of 2 km?! Doesn’t that mean that a castle or fort with those ballistas can’t be carpet bombed at close range?”
    

    
      All empires and kingdoms had ballistas prepared for wyvern attack. The ballistas were enspelled with magic and used mithril arrowheads. However, it was still difficult for them to penetrate the armor and sturdy hide of a wyvern. Physical force alone was not enough to pierce enspelled armor and wyvern hide.
    

    
      “I believe so. We need exact information regarding that weapon as well, but according to our approximate estimations, it can kill wyverns at an effective range of around 2 km.”
    

    
      “What… How can this be? How can such a ridiculous weapon show up…”
    

    
      It was not unheard of for a regular ballista to hit a range of 2 km. But that wasn’t against a wyvern—if a ballista was effective against a wyvern at that range, defense would be much easier.
    

    
      “Nerman is suspicious.”
    

    
      Ormere made a regretful expression. “Mm… We should have eliminated him once and for all back then.”
    

    
      He was regretted time and time again that they hadn’t eliminated Kyre during the emperor’s birthday celebration.
    

    
      “What would you like to do, sir? We can use the war with the Havis Kingdom to dispatch an imperial inspector,” said Parquess, his eyes gleaming like a rat.
    

    
      “No. We need not pointlessly increase his guard against us.”
    

    
      “Then…”
    

    
      “For now, collect as much information about the new spears and ballistas through the magic towers and merchant groups. Right now, it’s not him who should be our focus of attention, but… the crown.”
    

    
      According to the priests working to prolong the emperor’s life, he had two months at most. The position of emperor had always been a noble seat that could only be gained through the permission of the God of Fate, something even a crown prince could not defy. Ormere could not afford to relax and loosen his surveillance of the Imperial Family and the nobles.
    

    
      ‘The other dukes, including Duke Garvit, sensed trouble and have been staying in the capital. There’s no need to divide our forces right now.’
    

    
      Ormere was well aware that power was something that could change hands at a moment’s notice. Until the moment his nephew, the Crown Prince, was seated on the emperor’s throne, Ormere’s days would be full of tension.
    

    
      ‘Kyre… Just wait a little.’
    

    
      If the Crown Prince became the emperor, the new spears and ballistas would become a non-issue. It wasn’t a publicly-known fact, but there were nearly a thousand wyverns in the Imperial Family and Bajran’s army, and the number of wyverns serving all the nobles was no less than that, as well. If that incredible force was used in the name of an Imperial Mandate, something as tiny and insignificant as Nerman could be crushed in a single day.
    

    
      “How goes the surveillance of those three?”
    

    
      “There are plenty of eyes on them. We have already won over most of the Imperial Knights. As soon as you give the command, they can be imprisoned at once.”
    

    
      Ormere’s quiet question was answered by a whisper from Parquess. 
    

    
      All the groundwork for taking over the Bajran Empire was laid out. Now, as soon as the Emperor died, everything would be finished.
    

    
      Any weeds that could possibly endanger the Crown Prince’s authority would disappear without a trace.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “My lord, what is this?”
    

    
      Early at the break of dawn, I went down to the kitchen. The thought that I could eat kimchi kept me from sleeping well, and when I figured enough time had passed, I scrambled to the kitchen. Perhaps rumors had spread, because Derval came over and frowned as soon as he stepped in. The smell of garlic, onion, and shrimp that had fermented nicely overnight had filled the kitchen.
    

    
      “Can’t you see that I’m making food?”
    

    
      “But why are you preparing it personally, my liege? Lucia’s mother is over there, and there are servants for that, as well,” said Derval in disbelief.
    

    
      “It’s a special food that only I know how to make. So pay no heed.”
    

    
      “Still… For you to personally make food is…”
    

    
      Something like this probably didn’t exist in Derval’s common sense. For nobles and knights, cooking was useless manual labor that had nothing to do with duty or territory management. But for a noble, and the count ruling over Nerman at that, to be happy looking at well-salted cabbage, wasn’t just strange, but downright peculiar.
    

    
      Derval’s words went through one ear and out the other as I swiftly cut radish for the seasoning paste.
    

    
      ‘Oho! So swordsmanship could be helpful for a time like this, huh!’
    

    
      Back when I was in Korea, thanks to learning kumdo, slicing radish was my area of expertise. But the way I was slicing radish now was on a completely different level from back then. Even if I closed my eyes, I could produce sliced radish as perfect as Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa.
    

    
      “My lord, the soup thickened with flour is ready.”
    

    
      “Well done.”
    

    
      Lucia’s mom reported that the flour paste was all cooked.
    

    
      “Derval, go bring me some of those pears over there.”
    

    
      He wasn’t happy, but Derval moved instinctively to follow my command.
    

    
      I cut the pears neatly as well, my knife rapping methodically against the cutting board.
    

    
      ‘Darn, I should have harvested some oysters, too.’
    

    
      I wanted to replicate my mom’s kimchi, but I still lacked the knowhow.
    

    
      ‘It’s time to make the seasoning paste now.’
    

    
      All the ingredients were prepared in no time, like in some kind cooking program. The carrots, radish, apples, pear, and spring onion I took from the provisions warehouse, as well as minced garlic, onions, and ginger, were all ready to go.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘Eh? Isn’t that Aramis?’
    

    
      I was about to throw all the prepped ingredients into a large wooden container and mix them together when I heard Aramis’ voice.
    

    
      “Ah, why are you he—”
    

    
      “Rumors have spread all over the covert… about Lord Kyre making some kind of strange food.”
    

    
      My precious kimchi was being called a strange food. I could see why. The representative food of South Korea, kimchi, was unimaginable with the food culture of the Kallian people. I should be thankful that it wasn’t rumored to be food eaten by demons.
    

    
      “Haha. Welcome, welcome. Since you’re here, please help me a little.”
    

    
      “Hoho. Of course.”
    

    
      “Saintess…”
    

    
      “Sir Paladins, please wait outside.”
    

    
      “U-Understood.”
    

    
      Aramis was capable of ordering people around now. She dismissed the paladins who wanted to interfere in her chance to play house with me.
    

    
      “Alrighty, I recommend that everyone plug their noses with a towel.”
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      The three people in the room looked at me weird.
    

    
      ‘I warned you, don’t say I didn’t. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      These guys wouldn’t be able to anticipate the price for ignoring my words.
    

    
      With a flop, I first poured the flour paste Lucia’s mom made into the wooden container, which I then topped with the prepared ingredients.
    

    
      ‘Is it that fascinating? It’s not some witch’s brew.’
    

    
      The three people looked fascinated by my steps. For my onlookers, I pulled out the star of today.
    

    
      Red hot pepper, pulverized into fine powder using magic, went into the container. Small peppers were said to be spicier, and it really did seem to be true, because the spicy aroma was no joke.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Gah!”
    

    
      “Ack!”
    

    
      The three people had been watching me up close, and they all cried out at the tear gas kicked up into the air.
    

    
      ‘Mmhm, this is exactly the right smell.’
    

    
      For the first time in a while, I was able to experience the hot’n’spicy aroma of hot pepper flakes again.
    

    
      “Cough, cough.”
    

    
      “M-My liege… what IS that?!”
    

    
      “I’m crying… what to do?”
    

    
      “I told you to cover your faces with a towel, didn’t I?”
    

    
      I wasn’t a sadist who derived pleasure from the pain of others, but somehow, it was a delight to see these three crying and sniffling.
    

    
      ‘It’s not over yet.’
    

    
      Garlic and ginger followed the hot pepper flakes. Then, I picked up the bowl of shrimp I caught and cut up yesterday.
    

    
      ‘Tada! Here we goooo!’
    

    
      And then, I opened the lid of the second star of today, the shrimp fermented with spoilage magic.
    

    
      “AH!”
    

    
      “Gaaaah!”
    

    
      “Urk!”
    

    
      My three onlookers did not disappoint me this time, as well. Holding their mouths, they fled the kitchen to escape the pungent, nicely fermented salted shrimp.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk. What pitifully feeble stomachs.”
    

    
      Salted shrimp couldn’t even come close to the intensity of other salted seafood, but Derval, Aramis, and Lucia’s mom reacted dramatically to it. Well fermented fish extract would have rendered them unconscious, no doubt.
    

    
      “La la, lalalala~”
    

    
      I began to mix the ingredients in the large wooden container by hand. Following the proverb that food was made tasty by hard work, I made the kimchi seasoning with great care and love.
    

    
      “It’s done.”
    

    
      A short while later, the kimchi seasoning awash in crimson hues was complete.
    

    
      I tasted it with one finger.
    

    
      “HAA! Nnnghhhh!”
    

    
      Tears spilled unbidden out of my eyes. This piercing spiciness, just how long had it been? I felt a sense of delight that only someone who had eaten spicy ramen without kimchi could know. The taste made me impatient, and I hurriedly raised the napa cabbage, which I had washed out as soon as I came into the kitchen.
    

    
      And then, without a shred of hesitation, I began to slather the wilted cabbage with the seasoning.
    

    
      “Alleluia~”
    

    
      A chorus came bursting from my lips as my hands slathered the seasoning into the cabbage without missing a single spot. This was kimchi, a food that could not be replaced by any other.
    

    
      I put a piece of well-slathered kimchi into my mouth.
    

    
      “AHHH!!!”
    

    
      The moment it touched my tongue, the piercing spiciness combined with the kimchi’s crispness created a symphony of delight. I resisted my surging tears as I chewed, feeling great emotion.
    

    
      I uttered thanks to God. Even if the continent were to collapse, I had nothing to regret. It wasn’t as good as my mom’s kimchi, but the first kimchi on this continent, a Kang Hyuk-made kimchi that was far better than most kimchi out there. It would be a huge hit on home shopping channels.
    

    
      TN: In Korea, there are a lot of televised advertisements, called home shopping, selling a very diverse range of products, from makeup to bras and even food.
    

    
      “I apologize… Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      I was riding a swell of emotion when Aramis returned to my side.
    

    
      “I apologize for running away when it is a dish that makes you so happy.”
    

    
      Aramis, kind, kind Aramis, offered an apology, even though she was the one who experienced a new kind of pain.
    

    
      “No, I’m the one who should be sorry.”
    

    
      “But what is this food called? It looks very spicy.”
    

    
      “It is called kimchi. Where I come from, it is eaten as a side dish.”
    

    
      “Kim-chee? Even its name is unique.”
    

    
      ‘Kim-chee? Huhu. Your pronunciation is adorable.’
    

    
      Everything Aramis did was adorable, after all.
    

    
      “May I also give it a try?”
    

    
      “But your hands will feel the spice…”
    

    
      “Hoho. Lord Kyre, you’re a man. There’s no way I can’t do this when even a man is doing it, no? I may look like this, but there’s no dish I can’t make.”
    

    
      With a bright peal of laughter, Aramis sat down next to me.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. It feels like we’re newlyweds.’
    

    
      As long as I was with the angelic Aramis, even hell would be a happy place. I gazed at Aramis, who took a wilted cabbage with a serious expression and slathered the seasoning paste.
    

    
      “Wooow! You’re right, my hands can feel the spice.”
    

    
      It would have been nice to have some rubber gloves, but there was no way such a thing would exist here. I had done this from a young age, so I was used to it, but Aramis had never touched such a spicy seasoning before. Still, she never retracted her hands from the seasoning.
    

    
      She began to slather the cabbage with the seasoning, just like how I did it.
    

    
      ‘How could the gods bear to send such an angel down to earth…’
    

    
      Simply looking at her made my heart thump. I filled my eyes with her actions.
    

    
      “You should spread it all the way in there, like this.”
    

    
      There were no other people, so I spoke at ease. Aramis was treated as a saintess by the paladins and all the people of Nerman, but to me, she was just my beautiful girlfriend.
    

    
      “Ah… Hoho. This is more fun than expected.”
    

    
      The smell of the seasoning must be fierce to her, but Aramis laughed happily, showing her neat teeth.
    

    
      A smile appeared on my lips as well.
    

    
      A person that could make you happy just by being next to them...
    

    
      To me, Aramis was that person.
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      “Is everything done?”
    

    
      “Phew…”
    

    
      Lucia’s mom, who had ventured back into the kitchen, let out a long sigh of relief when the kimchi was finally finished.
    

    
      “Thanks for your hard work.”
    

    
      “Hoho, please teach me how to make kim-chee from the beginning next time.”
    

    
      Aramis’ intentions were written all over her face. She must have realized it was one of my favorite foods, because she looked determined to learn it.
    

    
      “My lord, how is this eaten?” asked Lucia’s mom, looking at the cabbage and radish kimchi piled up neatly in the large wooden container. It was a natural question for the chef in charge of my meals.
    

    
      ‘Right… kimchi is tastiest when eaten with white rice. I don’t have ramyun, either…’
    

    
      TN: Ramyun is Korean-style instant noodles, different from ramen.
    

    
      I ended up making kimchi, but the best way to eat it was unavailable to me. It couldn’t just be eaten as is, and it didn’t suit bread at all.
    

    
      ‘I’ll eat it with grilled pork belly then. It’s still a thousand times better than not having any.’
    

    
      If you don’t have teeth, eat with your gums! I felt like going out right away and catching a pig.
    

    
      “My lord, the Rubis Merchants, led by Executive Jamir, have come to see you.”
    

    
      Holding his nose, Derval came into the kitchen and announced the arrival of the Rubis Merchants with a nasally voice.
    

    
      ‘You think this is fierce? Just you wait. I’ll get you hooked on the taste of kimchi.’
    

    
      For a Korean, kimchi was almost like a drug. I felt a vicious feeling welling up within me upon seeing Derval’s scrunched up face.
    

    
      “Ask him to wait a little. I have to finish up here first.”
    

    
      The kimchi was done, but it still needed to be stored in the earthenware pot. Right now, there was only one thing more important to me than making kimchi, and that was Aramis.
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Terrified by the various smells filling the kitchen, Derval hurriedly fled.
    

    
      ‘Why have the Rubis Merchants come in the middle of winter?’
    

    
      A caravan would be difficult with all the snow, but Jamir had come to see me anyway. Even as I moved the kimchi, I had my doubts.
    

    
      ‘Could it be that something happened on the continent…?’
    

    
      Getting an ominous feeling, I began to move faster.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Haha, thank you for coming all this way during the winter.”
    

    
      “Greetings to you, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      Conversation flowed naturally between us now. In the past, it bothered me a lot to speak down to Jamir, who was many years my senior, but my body had grown much more used to noble mannerisms.
    

    
      “Please sit.”
    

    
      “I give you my thanks, Your Lordship.”
    

    
      Jamir constantly maintained the perfect posture of a merchant. He was wearing his usual undecipherable merchant smile.
    

    
      “I trust that the merchant group has met with no issues?”
    

    
      “Thanks to Your Lordship, we have become one of the top three groups on the continent. Please allow me to bow my head once again with my heartfelt thanks.”
    

    
      “Haha, it’s not all my achievement…”
    

    
      ‘Mister, if you’re thankful, show it using ‘warm affection’, not just words.’
    

    
      “Therefore, we have brought you the promised present.”
    

    
      ‘Present? Huhu, his quick-wittedness is terrifying, as expected.’
    

    
      “What present, no such thing is necessary between us…”
    

    
      Despite my words, my eyes sparkled like a hawk spotting prey. There wasn’t a single person who didn’t like free things in the world, after all.
    

    
      “It is nothing valuable, but I acquired some for Your Lordship because you asked about kotiv in a prior conversation.”
    

    
      “Kotiv?”
    

    
      “A grain that, unlike wheat, can be eaten with a spoon once the husk is removed and is boiled in water. Have you forgotten, Your Lordship? During the meal when I last visited, you spoke at length about a grain similar to kotiv.”
    

    
      “Eh? R-Right.”
    

    
      I didn’t have a bad memory, but I couldn’t remember such a minor detail. I probably said a few things while eating bread because I longed for rice.
    

    
      ‘My god, such a small thing didn’t escape him.’
    

    
      A merchant was a merchant, through and through. They had a knack for perfectly scratching the customer’s itch. It was no wonder how Jamir had become an executive at such a young age.
    

    
      “It is not a very widespread grain, but I heard that it is cultivated in the Araktch Empire in the eastern continent, so I did my best to acquire some. Because the husk has not been removed, as long as the climate is right, it can be cultivated next year.”
    

    
      ‘Wooow! He was even thinking about cultivation?’
    

    
      He extrapolated steps two and three from one piece of knowledge. I looked at Jamir in a new light.
    

    
      “Thank you. I accept your gift with gratitude.”
    

    
      ‘What an unexpected surprise.’
    

    
      I’d have to eat it to be sure, but if it was rice, no present would make me happier. The feeling of eating kimchi with steaming hot rice… Just thinking about it made me drool.
    

    
      “I am glad to hear that my gift pleases you, Your Lordship.”
    

    
      ‘Trading with the eastern continent is supposed to be difficult because of the Kesmire pirates, so he did well getting some.’
    

    
      At first, I wondered why the rulers of the sea, the Kesmire pirates, or rather, the Kesmire Kingdom, were hard to take down. Could people scattered over tiny islands really overwhelm all the empires and kingdoms to dominate the sea?
    

    
      Derval explained it to me. Empires and kingdoms alike had invested a ton of effort into occupying the sea, even now, their warships and merchant ships exceeded the number of pirate ships by far. However, the issue wasn’t the number of warships one had. The biggest problem was that most decent captains and sailors were massacred in the constant battles with the pirates. Sailing was not something that could be grasped in a single day, so there was a dire need for skilled crewmen. But skilled crewmen were constantly slaughtered in the fierce battles, killing all motivation. Moreover, the seas of this world were populated by sea monsters and demon beasts. If things went awry, even a ship armed with holy water would be sent to the depths.
    

    
      After several generations of losses, only merchants putting their lives on the line to strike it rich or those who did not value their lives would go out to sea. The empires and kingdoms only maintained enough naval forces to protect their coasts. Even if they didn’t trade with the eastern continent, there were more than enough nations and goods to work with on the continent. 
    

    
      Jamir had managed the commendable feat of acquiring rice in such difficult circumstances. He was really worthy of praise. 
    

    
      “That aside, how is the political landscape of the continent these days?”
    

    
      “To be frank, that is why I have come to see you, Lord Kyre. In the winter, we normally avoid most trips because the monsters grow fierce with hunger.”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, so there’s something he needs to tell me.’
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Haha, what thanks. The stable development of Nerman is equivalent to the future of our merchant group, is it not?” said Jamir, like a comrade on the same ship. “Also, I was once again  struck with awe towards Your Lordship on the way here.”
    

    
      “How so?”
    

    
      “How can Nerman become so different every time I come visit? I was anxious to hear that the Havis nobles attacked, but rather than taking damage from the war, the territory has become even more developed. You are even completing a main road, the first of its kind on the entire continent. I truly respect you! Your Lordship.”
    

    
      “Such flattery for such a minor thing… Ahem.”
    

    
      In Korea, it was said that even a whale would dance to praise. Jamir’s compliment lifted my mood.
    

    
      “A minor thing? If not for the snow, if you ran the horses, you could arrive at Denfors from the border in a single day! Without the road, such a feat would have taken an entire week.”
    

    
      As expected of a merchant, Jamir knew the value of a road, the crucial element of distribution. His eyes sparkled like gems.
    

    
      “This is only the beginning. Next year, you will see something even greater than what you are imagining.”
    

    
      “I look forward to it, Your Lordship!”
    

    
      From the first time we met, Jamir trusted me. If I thought about it, the me of today only managed to get this far because of his help. He allowed me to repay my debt to the people of Luna Village, who saved my life, and back when I was sent to Nerman, I was able to get spears in the empire using his executive token. Even now, Jamir and the Rubis Merchants were the only company willing to trade with Nerman.
    

    
      I was determined to make Rubis into the top merchant group on the continent. It wasn’t an issue of the Rubis Merchants, but an issue of my pride.
    

    
      “Then, let’s return to the matter at hand. How is the continent these days?”
    

    
      Because I formally chased out the Information Guild, I was clueless about the political state of the continent. Or rather, I didn’t have the spare energy to pay attention to it. Our internal issues were already so draining, so I couldn’t spare the time to look into continental politics. However, because of that, it was all the more important to find out about it. Nerman was no island—it was part of the continent, and wedged between two empires at that. That Jamir had come bearing information was something I could only be thankful for.
    

    
      “I am sure you are already mostly aware, but I believe that something big will happen next year. As I said last time, every merchant group is preparing for war. In addition, I believe big changes will occur in the Bajran and Laviter empires, the nations that can be called the two rulers of the northern continent.”
    

    
      “Bajran and Laviter?”
    

    
      I expected it, but hearing that something would really happen next year made me tense. Nerman was like a shrimp wedged between two whales. If things went wrong, it could be sent to the afterlife in an instant.
    

    
      “Between them, the Bajran Empire is the most dangerous. There are rumors that the current emperor, Emperor Havitron, will not be able to live past this winter. Actually, from what I have personally found out, his passing is certain.”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      ‘I did hear that the emperor is in critical condition.’
    

    
      I hadn’t been thinking about the Bajran Imperial Family. The Emperor and I were not well-acquainted, but that wasn’t true for the young prince and Princess Igis.
    

    
      ‘It will definitely be dangerous if that scumbag Crown Prince becomes the emperor.’
    

    
      I told Igis to come to me if something happened, but coming all the way to Nerman would be problematic. Because power was a ruthless thing that would not hesitate to kill siblings and even one’s parents, I was worried.
    

    
      “Will Poltviran become the emperor?”
    

    
      “I believe so. Even if His Imperial Majesty wants to give the Second Prince, Razcion, the throne, he can’t do that right now. Most of the empire’s nobles and knights are already supporting the Crown Prince.”
    

    
      “If that happens, what do you think will happen to Prince Razcion and Princess Igis?”
    

    
      “…The Second Prince most likely be killed, and the Princess will be sold off in a forced marriage for an alliance.”
    

    
      This was the prediction of a merchant who conducted trade on a continental level. I could only believe his words.
    

    
      ‘That’s a damn shame.’
    

    
      I would like to fly to the capital and rescue Igis and the young prince, but I didn’t have the time or the ability.
    

    
      ‘Jamir probably has his hands tied too, right?’
    

    
      I wouldn’t be able to get Rubis’ help, either.
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      I breathed a long sigh. With my current strength, I was helpless, so I could only entrust their fate to the heavens.
    

    
      “Bajran aside, is there some kind of problem with the Laviter Empire? There are no surrounding kingdoms that would mess with them.”
    

    
      I heard that the Yukane, Baerkain, Defort, and Lialion Kingdoms that bordered the Laviter Empire acted almost like vassal nations. If they got on the wrong side of the strongest and most aggressive nation, what was left of their kingdom would be wiped out, so they bowed down to Laviter.
    

    
      “That is… because of you, Your Lordship.”
    

    
      ‘I expected it, but is it really because of me?’
    

    
      I wanted to ask, but I resisted the urge. If I were the Laviter prince, I would have taken a huge army to crush Nerman long ago.
    

    
      “Most organizations with a certain level of information gathering capacity are all aware. The person who will next assume the crown of the Laviter Empire, 2nd Prince Alskane, nearly died, and the fearless Lord of Nerman stole the symbol of the empire, Gold Wyverns.”
    

    
      “Is that so? The rumors are true, for once.”
    

    
      I didn’t want to deny it. Nothing would change even if I tried to justify myself.
    

    
      “In the spring?”
    

    
      “I believe so, yes. There are reports that they are already moving troops near the border of the Havis Kingdom in preparation for war. They will certainly move this spring, when the snow melts.”
    

    
      It was all but certain.
    

    
      “Their forces are likely no joke…”
    

    
      “Of course. The honor of the empire is on the line, so at least two armies will be dispatched, and prestigious nobles who wish to look good in front of the 2nd Prince will also participate.”
    

    
      ‘Haah, next spring could be my last.’
    

    
      Two imperial armies meant 200,000 men, plus a minimum of 300 wyverns. If prestigious nobles participated on top of that, those numbers could reach 500 wyverns. Such a force could annihilate most kingdoms, much less Nerman.
    

    
      “Will you be alright? It’s not just other merchant groups who know you have been trading with us, but the empire, as well.”
    

    
      Nerman was in trouble, but I feared that the flames could spread to the Rubis Merchants, too.
    

    
      “It is alright. There is a reason why the merchant group could withstand hundreds of years. And I am acting with that reason in mind.”
    

    
      Jamir looked at me with eyes shining with trust.
    

    
      “I wonder if the Havis Kingdom will be alright.”
    

    
      “It will be dangerous. Laviter has stirred up such a large force, so they will not be satisfied with just Nerman. They are a nation who seeks to dominate the continent anyway. Conquering the Havis Kingdom is a necessary element in order to further compound on the current instability of the Bajran Empire.”
    

    
      “Will the Bajran Empire stay still? Anyone who isn’t an idiot wouldn’t tolerate the Laviter bastards going wild right next to them.” 
    

    
      “They are idiots. After the current emperor’s passing, the Bajran Empire will fall into tremendous chaos. Also, anyone with half a brain would not have left Nerman to grow like this either.”
    

    
      Jamir wasn’t Derval, but we were able to converse openly.
    

    
      “In conclusion, Nerman must block the Laviter Empire with its own strength.”
    

    
      “I think so. It is said that 2nd Prince Alskane has developed a new habit of saying that he will strip you of your hide if he catches you, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘What a shame. This happened because I’m too soft-hearted.’
    

    
      I should have properly stamped out the roots when saving the beastmen. It would have been better to not just block up the cave, but collapse it.
    

    
      “Sounds like fun.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Doesn’t it sound exciting to fight one round with the Laviter Empire? Well, I don’t like those bastards either.”
    

    
      “Haha, hahahaha. As expected, you’re a real odd one, Lord Kyre. You’re the only one in the entire continent who would think of fighting a round with the Laviter Empire.”
    

    
      ‘How should I cook those bastards up?’
    

    
      I was expecting a confrontation anyway. Attacking from the sea would limit their scale by too much, so if they attacked, it would be through the Havis Kingdom. It seemed I would have to start preparing for a marvelous battle from now on.
    

    
      “But did you know, sir?”
    

    
      “Know what?”
    

    
      “The response of the temples is also unusual. Because a holy war raised in the name of the Cardinal of Neran resulted in defeat, the cardinals of the other temples will most likely assemble soon.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “I believe they will announce an Inquisition.”
    

    
      “Inquisition?”
    

    
      ‘I feel like I’ve heard that word a lot somewhere.’
    

    
      In the Middle Ages, countless innocents were burned to death by inquisitors under the pretext of subjugating witches. My mood plummeted upon hearing that word.
    

    
      “The rumor that you have gained the strength of demons is spreading through the continent. That is the testimony of Neran paladins who survived and returned to the temple.”
    

    
      “What…”
    

    
      Most of Neran’s true paladins stayed behind to serve Aramis. But the blackhearted paladins who had been living by selling god’s name were sent back because they were too dirty to keep around. I was flabbergasted to hear that those ungrateful bastards were causing a huge mess.
    

    
      “If an Inquisition is announced, not just the Temple of Neran, but every temple that serves the Great God will come forward. It would be the first time they have joined forces since the black mage subjugation 250 years ago.”
    

    
      ‘Every temple! You’re killing me here.’
    

    
      There were around 10 temples other than the Temple of Neran. If they all dispatched paladins, the situation would be much more troublesome than expected.
    

    
      ‘Dammit, I wanted to live on the straight and narrow, but why are they tripping over themselves to kill me?’
    

    
      I was just a pure soul who wanted to live a kind life, but there were people who couldn’t bear to see that. I wanted to go up and punch them.
    

    
      “The problem is, if an Inquisition is announced against you, the noble peerage you received in the Bajran Empire would be revoked, and you will be blocked from receiving the support of merchant groups, magic towers, and even mercenaries. It is inevitable, because anyone who helps those labeled in an Inquisition will be punished in the same way. That includes our merchant group as well.”
    

    
      “Will an Inquisition be announced right away?”
    

    
      “No. Judges will come first. After seeing you, they will make the judgement.”
    

    
      “Thank you for telling me.”
    

    
      It was important information.
    

    
      ‘We have to quickly achieve independence.’
    

    
      I didn’t want to, but the world was determined to cut Nerman away, I would have to come up with a solution. To be honest, I wasn’t very afraid. I was someone who dared to pick a fight with an empire, so I wouldn’t agonize over one or two more enemies.
    

    
      “We will resume trading as soon as the snow melts. Please tell me all the things you need,” said Jamir. Behind his words was an unspoken implication that I should prepare for the worst.
    

    
      Nerman wasn’t the only territory he was dealing with, so this was the most he could do.
    

    
      “I understand. Let me know as well if there’s anything you need.”
    

    
      “Understood, Your Lordship.”
    

    
      “By the way, you haven’t eaten yet, correct?”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      “Then come have a meal with me today. I’m thankful for many things, after all.”
    

    
      “If that is your wish, my lord, it would be an honor.”
    

    
      “I’ll see you soon.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Reading the air of dismissal, Jamir got up, bowed, and left.
    

    
      ‘An Inquisition on top of the Laviter bastards… Heh, how fun.’
    

    
      The worry that we might have to fight the entire continent at this rate sprang up within me.
    

    
      ‘Well, come if you will. I’ll bury you.’
    

    
      I wasn’t afraid. When was my life ever easy? Also, since things were already like this, there was nothing I could do. Rather than trembling in fear, it suited me better to win a refreshing victory over my foes.
    

    
      A man’s fists spoke louder than his words.
    

    
      My current life was evidence of that one phrase.
      

      

    

    
      
        Sizzzzle.
      
    

    
      
        Pop! Crackle! Pop!
      
    

    
      ‘Sounds good!’
    

    
      It was time for lunch. For the first time in a while, I called all my beloved important knights for a meal: Cedrian, Ryker, Janice, Berketh, and Atisann, who had no escape from constant patrols because of the monsters that went wild with hunger in the winter. I also invited Derval and his friends, Andriave, Thevedian, as well as Aramis and Jamir. I sprinkled coarse salt with flashy movements in front of all of them.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. If you make kimchi, you really do have to eat grilled pork belly.’
    

    
      Bossam—a boiled pork dish—was also a mighty contender, but it didn’t reach the godly level of grilled pork belly. All of the knights and guests who ended up sitting here because of my deeply-rooted Korean mentality were staring blankly at the meat as it grilled on a slab of rock I found rolling around in the covert.
    

    
      ‘Just you wait. I’ll show you a taste that’ll take you to heaven.’
    

    
      I used strengthening magic to prevent any chance of the big stone slab breaking, and underneath, charcoal lit by a Salamander was burning red-hot.
    

    
      “Haha, it looks about done.”
    

    
      The thick slices of pork belly cooked into a golden hue, sizzling on the hot slab. The grilled meat, well-seasoned with black pepper and salt, was seriously exciting my hungry stomach.
    

    
      “What are you all doing, raise your glasses.”
    

    
      Soju was supposed to be the official compliment to grilled pork belly, but beer was not inferior. Thanks to the dwarves, we always had Nerman beer around. The hoppy dunkel beer boasted a properly refreshing taste in the cold weather.
    

    
      “M-My lord? What is this?”
    

    
      The always courageous Ryker stepped forward to ask about the grilled pork belly.
    

    
      “You’ve got eyes, isn’t it obvious? It’s pork.”
    

    
      “No, what I mean is, I just don’t understand why pork is being grilled in this way. Wouldn’t it be tastier to roast or smoke it?”
    

    
      “Ah. Have a taste.”
    

    
      There was no need for words. I shoved a well-grilled piece of pork into Ryker’s mouth using some tongs.
    

    
      “Mmf…”
    

    
      Ryker was forced to awkwardly open his mouth.
    

    
      “Chew.”
    

    
      At my command, Ryker began to helplessly chew, all while bearing a frown, as if I asked him to eat orc meat or something.
    

    
      However, his reluctance lasted but a moment, and after a few chews, Ryker’s face filled with a shocked expression.
    

    
      And then came one word.
    

    
      “D-Delicious!”
    

    
      He needed no further encouragement. With the grilled pork belly in his mouth, Ryker energetically moved his jaw.
    

    
      “Drink.”
    

    
      I recommended a drink of the icy dunkel beer in his wooden mug.
    

    
      
        Gulp, gulp.
      
    

    
      “Kyaaaa—!”
    

    
      Suffering the charms of dunkel beer hot on the heels of grilled pork belly, the typical reaction of a drunkard came from Ryker’s mouth.
    

    
      “M-My liege, this is fantastic! I’ve never eaten such delicious and tender pork overflowing with such juiciness!”
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Grilled pork belly seasoned well with salt and pepper can send two out of two people directly to heaven.’
    

    
      “Let me try, too…”
    

    
      The second person to bravely pick up his prepared fork was Cedrian, the former mercenary.
    

    
      “Hooh! It’s truly delicious. There’s none of the particular smell of pork, and the combination of fat and meat produces a very uniquely savory taste,” exclaimed Cedrian, pinpointing the virtues of grilled pork belly.
    

    
      As soon as his words fell, the forks of my knights whizzed towards the grilled meat with terrifying speed.
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      “Ohhh…”
    

    
      Exclamations rang out one after another. These people only knew simple methods of cooking meat—roasting, smoking, or boiling in a soup. Meat was sometimes grilled, but a particular region of the animal was not specified, and they didn’t use precious salt to season it. For such deprived fellows, this grilled pork belly, which was not only salted, but also seasoned with black pepper, was a flavor they could never have even dreamed of.
    

    
      ‘Too bad I don’t have ssamjang with lettuce or sesame oil dip.’
    

    
      TN: Ssamjang is a spicy dip typically eaten with grilled meat dishes.
    

    
      This grilled pork belly meal lacked a lot of things.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. But I do have…’
    

    
      However, I would be a greedy bastard if I wanted more than this in this world. What I did have was freshly made, spicy kimchi, and white rice made from the grains I got thanks to Jamir. The rice was even made in a cast iron pot. Using a Korean-style spoon I had made by the dwarves, I took a heaping spoonful of properly cooked white rice.
    

    
      And then, I moved the rice into my mouth.
    

    
      ‘Haah…’
    

    
      Intense emotion swept through me, bringing me to the verge of tears. As I chewed each and every grain of rice, I was immersed in the mighty taste imparted by nature.
    

    
      And then, while still chewing the rice, my hands moved to the kimchi on a wide plate, and I ripped off a long piece by hand.
    

    
      The napa cabbage kimchi went into my mouth.
    

    
      ‘Mommyyyy!’
    

    
      I screamed internally. I felt the touch of my mother from the kimchi. The ramyun my mom cooked for me as a midnight snack, and her kimchi… a single tear welled in the corner of my eye.
    

    
      I also grabbed a piece of grilled pork belly. For this feast, I specially went out and caught two female pigs. Giving my thanks for the pig that nobly gave its life for me and my knights, I chewed down on the pork.
    

    
      “Nghh…”
    

    
      I couldn’t resist a moan. This heavenly flavor that I had forgotten, which made me emotional a hundred-times over...
    

    
      Unable to endure my feelings, a tear ran down my face.
    

    
      And finally, my hand moved towards the hoppy dunkel beer.
    

    
      
        Gulp, gulp.
      
    

    
      The dunkel beer followed the perfect combo of white rice, kimchi, and grilled pork belly. Today’s banquet was surely granted to me by the gods. I fully savored the lingering taste of the dunkel beer washing down the greasy pork as I opened my eyes, which I had unconsciously closed at some point.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      Unbeknownst to me, everyone had stopped eating and were staring at me.
    

    
      ‘You lot, have you never seen a dude eating pork belly before? Jeez!’
    

    
      “Please have some more…”
    

    
      Aramis, who had been driven to tears by the sight of me crying as I ate the meat and rice, passed me another piece of pork. Her eyes, no, the eyes of everyone here, reflected endless pity.
    

    
      They wouldn’t know. Any Korean citizen would be able to understand my feelings, but not them.
    

    
      Even so, I was happy.
    

    
      Today, I got to eat kimchi with white rice.
    

    
      I was happy, even happier than I would be if the whole world became mine.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 119: The Havis Kingdom’s Crisis
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Haah, what lucky bastards.’
    

    
      As soon as I finished my lovely breakfast of rice and kimchi, Derval sought me out. He then flatly informed me that we could no longer house the Havis Kingdom’s wyverns—the territory’s Skyknights were completely exhausted from hunting for the monsters that the Havis wyverns devoured. 
    

    
      As such, I was heading to the Havis Kingdom right now.
    

    
      ‘We treated them way too fuckin’ good. Sigh.’
    

    
      The Havis Kingdom wyverns were trailing along with their ankles tied to the beastmen’s Gold Wyverns like some kind of dog show. Having lived the last few weeks tied up to prevent escape, the Havis wyverns were all fattened up, flying twenty apiece to each Gold Wyvern at the front.
    

    
      ‘The prisoners have probably reached the kingdom by now as well.’
    

    
      We had kept the prisoners tied up near the border, fearing that if they returned too soon during the chaos, they might join the rebel forces. Those prisoners were probably crossing the border by now. They were also a drain on Nerman’s provisions, so there was no need to keep them around.
    

    
      ‘The weather’s good at least.’
    

    
      Near the border of Nerman and the Havis Kingdom, there wasn’t as much snow on the ground as there was in the territory. The wind was a little wild, perhaps because the winds from the sea and the continent were clashing here, but the ground peeking out from the snow was an unusual sight. It almost made me think that spring had arrived.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto, who couldn’t go faster because he had to keep pace with all the tied-up wyverns, roared energetically after seeing something.
    

    
      ‘It’s the prisoners.’
    

    
      A long line of people was walking beyond the border fort at my feet. They were prisoners, but instead of walking in fetters, they were allowed to walk freely in a row. The Nerman cavalrymen overseeing them waved vigorously after looking up into the sky at Bebeto’s cry.
    

    
      ‘I hope everything ends well.’
    

    
      Before the end of winter, we had to complete the construction of forts and bridges. I really hoped that I could return the wyverns to the Havis Kingdom without any problems and quickly go home.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Count Kyre, Lord of Nerman, is personally coming with the wyverns?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Highness. According to the urgent report that just came in, Count Kyre’s black hybrid wyvern along with five Gold Wyverns were leading around a hundred wyverns.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      Rosiathe had been plagued by reports of the threatening movements of the rebel forces this morning, and hadn’t been able to sleep because of the chaos the Roen Principality had begun kicking up at the border a few days prior. After hearing that Kyre was coming, she let out a long exclamation.
    

    
      “He’s coming. He’s really coming…”
    

    
      Just how much had she longed for him whenever she was struggling? Many times. Rosiathe had desperately wished to rest her tired soul in his deep embrace.
    

    
      Before she knew it, her blue, diamond-like eyes had grown wet with tears.
    

    
      “Approximately how far is he?”
    

    
      “Since the report was made from Fort Zentra, I believe he will arrive in an hour, at most,” responded the noble in charge of reporting information to Rosiathe.
    

    
      “Oh my, then there’s not much time left. What to do…” A crack appeared in the dignity befitting a princess responsible for the Havis Kingdom. The excited voice of a young maiden finally getting to meet the one she loved rang throughout the palace. 
    

    
      “Inform the Palace Steward to come at once!”
    

    
      Rosiathe called for the Palace Steward, the person in charge of protocol for the royal family. Then, coming back to her senses, she dismissed the knight who had witnessed the slip in her royal mien.
    

    
      “Well done. You are dismissed.”
    

    
      ‘Thank you, Kyre. You truly are… my god-given knight.’
    

    
      The wyverns Kyre was bringing were originally property of the Havis Kingdom. As long as Havis had those wyverns, they would be able to resolve their current hardships in a single swipe. Rosiathe had been unable to shamefully ask Nerman to expend time and energy to return them, but Kyre was taking care of it on his own initiative.
    

    
      “What should I wear? I can’t stay like this, can I?”
    

    
      Rosiathe, who was called ‘The Princess of Steel’ these days among the knights, looked down doubtfully at her dress, falling into deep thought. As the feelings of a woman who wanted to show her long-awaited guest the most beautiful version of herself filled her, a red flush spread beautifully over Rosiathe’s cheeks like an autumn apple.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Fort Zarelon, the first line of defense on the border with the Roen Principality, bristled with tension.
    

    
      “Their movements are unusual.”
    

    
      “Those bastards…”
    

    
      A few days ago, the Roen Principality scum started crossing the border, engaging in regional provocations. Today, they were advancing with a large-scale force of troops altogether. 
    

    
      After watching Roen Principality’s army from the watchtower, a chief knight turned to Viscount Antkain, the castellan of Fort Zarelon, and shouted in alarm, “This isn’t just provocation, but war!”
    

    
      “Cowardly bastards!”
    

    
      Up until very recently, the Roen Principality bastards had not dared to cross the border. They had to tiptoe around the Laviter Empire as well as worry about the 20,000 troops defending Fort Zarelon. Moreover, up until recent times, there had been 50 wyverns assigned to the fort. For the Roen Principality, a state that lacked much military power, Fort Zarelon was too difficult a foe.
    

    
      But today, they were decisively crossing the border. In the past, when the Havis Kingdom was getting invaded by the empire, the traitorous Duke Roen defected to the Laviter Kingdom, turning it into the Roen Principality. Roen was crossing the border with full awareness of the mayhem in the Havis Kingdom.
    

    
      “!! M-My liege, look over there!”
    

    
      An adjutant who had been watching the 30,000 men of the Roen Principality shamelessly carting over siege weapons used in siege warfare pointed to the sky, alerting his liege. 
    

    
      “Ah!!”
    

    
      Right now, there were only 3,000 soldiers at best left in the fort, but Viscount Antkain wasn’t afraid in the least. He was only appointed to Fort Zarelon because his predecessor defected to the Laviter Empire after hearing that the Royal Family was subjugating traitors, but he had been guarding the border with a passionate heart. After seeing what his adjutant pointed out, a cry of shock burst from his lips.
    

    
      
        Kwaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      
        Kiuuuuuuuuuuuuuu!
      
    

    
      They were flying.
    

    
      There were only a pitiful five wyverns left to defend the fort, but around 100 wyverns were darkening the sky, flying towards them. The carpet bombing stones and logs in their claws appeared particularly large.
    

    
      
        Clang clang clang clang clang clang!
      
    

    
      The fort’s emergency bell tolled with great urgency.
    

    
      “It’s an air raid! Air raid! Find cover!”
    

    
      The mana-charged screams of the knights cut sharply through the wintry air.
    

    
      ‘Will the kingdom fall like this…’
    

    
      The Laviter Empire had not yet invaded, but if the fort on the front line collapsed due to the Roen Principality, the fate of the kingdom could not be guaranteed. The kingdom’s knights and soldiers were divided from trying to subjugate the rebel forces. If the Gaetz Principality and Delphiran Kingdom rushed in to seize a chunk for themselves, the Havis Kingdom, the nation with the oldest history on the northern continent, would disappear in an instant.
    

    
      “I’m trusting you to guard my back.”
    

    
      “M-My liege!”
    

    
      However, Viscount Antkain could not go down without a fight. He hurled himself from the watchtower, getting onto his wyvern, which was waiting for him in the training ground.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      The viscount and his wyvern flew into the sky with powerful wingbeats. Behind him, four wyverns whipped their wings into the sky.
      

      

    

    
      “Greetings to you, Princess Rosiathe.”
    

    
      “Welcome, Count Kyre.”
    

    
      When our parade of wyverns drew close to the Havis Kingdom’s Royal Palace, which was not far removed from the border, Royal Skyknights came out to greet us. Under their escort, we landed in the covert outside the palace. Shortly afterwards, I was able to once again meet the Flower of the North, Rosiathe.
    

    
      ‘Admiring beauty is absolutely not a sin.’
    

    
      The pansy fragrance I still remembered billowed from Rosiathe as she held out her hand.
    

    
      Going down to one knee, I pressed my lips on her hand, giving the customary greeting to a lady. As I did so, Rosiathe’s gorgeous appearance stunned me anew. Her long, wavy golden hair, blue diamond-like, clear eyes, and perfect lips and cute nose on her small face were a sight for sore eyes.
    

    
      ‘She’s lost a lot of weight.’
    

    
      She had indeed grown much thinner compared to the last time I saw her. I could tell that she was going through a lot.
    

    
      “You have a lovely royal castle.”
    

    
      Getting up, I met her eyes and praised the royal castle.
    

    
      ‘It’s supposed to be the oldest kingdom…’
    

    
      Most buildings would become worn down and shabby with age, but it was said that masterpieces would let off a noble aura with the passing of time. The Havis Royal Castle suited those words well. I hadn’t had the opportunity to go in yet, but from what I could see of the castle from the air, it was a striking monument. Although it wasn’t as flashy or as large as the Bajran Empire’s Imperial Castle, the building overflowed with the elegance and nobility depicted in movies.
    

    
      “I am embarrassed to receive your praise,” said Rosiathe demurely, as if delighted by my praise.
    

    
      I didn’t think that a princess—or rather, the ruler in charge of the kingdom—would weather the cold winter air to come greet me.
    

    
      “It is cold outside. Please, return inside.”
    

    
      “Do you mean…that you are going back already?”
    

    
      Realizing the meaning behind my words, Rosiathe looked at me with alarm.
    

    
      “There are many matters for me to tend to in the territory, so I must return at once. I will come for a formal visit next time.”
    

    
      “That is…”
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      As soon as she registered my words, tears glistened at the corners of her eyes. I committed no great wrong or breach of etiquette, but Rosiathe was saddened to the point of tears.
    

    
      “Sir, please come in and at least have a cup of tea. The Princess has been waiting outside for a long time.”
    

    
      Unable to keep watching in silence, the Havis Kingdom’s chamberlain offered a suggestion.
    

    
      ‘Sigh. Why are you crying…’
    

    
      We hadn’t even ever kissed. I had no obligation to take responsibility for her, so I had no idea why she was getting this sad.
    

    
      ‘Alright, she’s got a road of hardship ahead of her. I might as well lend her an ear before going back.’
    

    
      It was said that the tears of a beautiful woman were the strongest weapons in the world. I reluctantly revised my intent to go back right away.
    

    
      “Haha, will you not ask me twice? Otherwise, I’ll really go back now.”
    

    
      “H-Huh? No, please come inside.”
    

    
      Surprised once again, this time by my sudden change of heart, Rosiathe’s tears disappeared as she looked at me with a bright smile.
    

    
      But just then, I glimpsed one clear tear running down her cheek.
    

    
      ‘Sigh…’
    

    
      I let out a long sigh in my heart, thinking to myself that the gods were blind. What were they doing, not striking down a casanova like myself?
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Don’t allow even a single rat to live! Give no quarter, take no survivors!”
    

    
      “Waaaaaaaaaaa!”
    

    
      
        Cla-cla-clang!
      
    

    
      “Aaaaghhh!”
    

    
      Screams filled Fort Zarelon.
    

    
      The castellan of the defending Fort Zarelon, Viscount Antkain, and his Skyknights, had all heroically perished. Viscount Antkain took down seven enemy wyverns before being skewered by spears and meeting his end with his wyvern in a headlong crash onto the frozen ground.
    

    
      And then came the siege on the fort.
    

    
      It was a massacre.
    

    
      As if they had fully prepared for this moment, the Roen Principality’s Skyknights unleashed a fierce volley of bombing on the fort. The Havis soldiers were forced to seek cover even though enemies were advancing on the castle walls. The moment the bombing ended and the defending soldiers were able to recover their wits, enemy troops rushed in through the gate— which had been opened in the mayhem—and over the damaged castle walls.
    

    
      They could not even surrender. Fort Zarelon, which had stood proudly and blocked countless troops from the Roen Principality, fell in one swoop, and an order to give no quarter was declared, as if to make an example of Zarelon’s demise to other forts and castles.
    

    
      “Gaaaaaagh!”
    

    
      “Gngh!”
    

    
      The Havis soldiers had lost their commanding officers and had nowhere to run. Like rats caught in a trap, they fled hopelessly in all directions before falling to merciless spears and swords.
    

    
      “It is a grand victory, Your Highness.”
    

    
      “Kuhahaha. Naturally. For the soldiers of our Roen Principality, seizing such a lousy fort is child’s play.”
    

    
      The Prince Remitar of Roen burst out in arrogant laughter at the adjutant’s report.
    

    
      ‘Our principality can finally become a kingdom!’
    

    
      For Roen, this was a long-awaited war. Around one hundred years had passed since their forebearers defected from the Havis Kingdom and became dogs of the Laviter Empire. They were given the authority to rule the duchy, but it was a tenuous position. Roen could be annexed into the Laviter Empire with a single word from the emperor, so they had quietly accumulated power while obsequiously fawning over the emperor and the empire.
    

    
      And today, they made the first step towards their long-cherished wish. A secret directive had come down from the Laviter Empire, ordering them to use border provocations to wage war with the Havis Kingdom.
    

    
      “After a short break, rally the soldiers. We will move onwards post-haste.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Another unit would soon arrive from Roen, so Prince Remitar intended to leave the fort to them and continue advancing. His small, beady eyes glimmered with greed.
    

    
      ‘We must acquire more territory before the empire interferes. We have to use this opportunity to occupy at least half of Havis.’
    

    
      After giving the tribute to the empire every year, the Roen Principality was left with barely enough to maintain itself. The Prince was well aware that there would be a greater opportunity to grow in strength if they possessed more territory.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, who in this shoddy kingdom could possibly stop our principality?’
    

    
      “Hahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Standing on the castle walls, Remitar let out a triumphant guffaw.
    

    
      But he had no idea.
    

    
      He had no idea who was visiting the Havis Royal Castle…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 120: The Most Expensive Meal in the World
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “It’s delicious!”
    

    
      “Truly? Hoho, I am relieved to hear that it suits your palate.”
    

    
      “Will you not eat, Princess?”
    

    
      I only wanted to drink one cup of tea before heading back, but the tea was nowhere to be found, it was replaced by a full-course meal. Thus began a meal with royalty. I had heard that Havis’ finances were tight these days, but the long dining table was lined with dishes I’d never seen or heard of before. With a little exaggeration, you could say that there was enough food here to rival a buffet.
    

    
      “Gobble gobble.”
    

    
      “Sluuuurp.”
    

    
      ‘Sigh, what should I do with those morons?’ My only saving grace was that only Rosiathe and the maids delivering the food were there to witness it, but any nobles would have glared at me with eyes of loathing if they were here. The beastmen, who gave zero fucks regarding etiquette and manners, were chowing down as fast as their hands could grab. ‘You’d think they’ve been starving all this time. Tsk tsk.’
    

    
      I shook my head inwardly at the outstanding appetite of the beastmen as I looked at Rosiathe.
    

    
      ‘What’s got her so happy? Why is she smiling at me like that? It’s making me nervous.’
    

    
      Rosiathe, the woman rumored to be the greatest beauty in the northern continent, was watching me with a radiant smile after barely eating a few bites. It was almost as if she was full just watching me.
    

    
      “It seems there was an especially large amount of snow this winter.”
    

    
      “It does seem that way, yes. The Havis Kingdom normally does not receive much snow, but quite a lot of it fell here as well.”
    

    
      Sitting in a warm room with a full belly, I was totally relaxed, and Rosiathe’s silky smooth voice sounded as sweet as ice cream to my ear.
    

    
      “How is it going in the kingdom?”
    

    
      “Thank you for your concern. The situation is greatly improving.”
    

    
      “That’s a relief.”
    

    
      ‘That’s not what I wanted to say…’
    

    
      Actually, on my way here, I wanted to ask her to give me the slaves locked up in the Havis prisons. But somehow, I felt too embarrassed to ask that now, so I kept talking in circles.
    

    
      ‘I even had a meal, so I should go back now.’
    

    
      I didn’t have to be the one to make the request—I could order Derval—so it was fine anyway.
    

    
      “I will remember today’s feast for the rest of my life. Please allow me to invite you next time.”
    

    
      “Truly? Hoho, I’ll look forward to it.”
    

    
      Rosiathe smiled happily at the mention of an invitation. Her smile was so charming that for a moment, it felt like a hundred roses had bloomed.
    

    
      
        Knock knock.
      
    

    
      
        Kerchunk!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Your Highness, I have an urgent report!”
    

    
      After two knocks, the door of the banquet hall burst open in a considerable breach of etiquette. However, looking at the pale face of the Royal Knight who came inside, it seemed something serious had happened.
    

    
      “Speak, what is the matter?”
    

    
      “T-The Roen Principality crossed the border and captured Fort Zarelon.”
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      Rosiathe was so shocked that she jumped up from her seat. Her chair fell backwards with a loud crash.
    

    
      “The castellan of the fort, Viscount Antkain, and his knights and soldiers were all killed in battle.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      Rosiathe clutched her head and began tipping over. I hurled myself forward and caught her before she could hit the ground.
    

    
      As I took her in my embrace, she let out one stricken sob and began to cry. The reporting knight’s face went from pale to pure white.
    

    
      “Pray tell, how many of them are there?” I asked.
    

    
      In the confusion, the Royal Knight quickly responded to my question. “They have at least 100 wyverns and around 30,000 cavalry and infantry.”
    

    
      ‘100 wyverns and 30,000 men.’
    

    
      Those numbers were too great to be called insignificant.
    

    
      “How many wyverns and soldiers can be dispatched in the kingdom right now?”
    

    
      “That is… The only wyverns that can be called upon immediately are the 20 wyverns possessed by the Royal Skyknights protecting the Royal Family. Most of the soldiers are dealing with rebel forces, so they cannot be spared. Around 3,000 soldiers are protecting the royal castle, but to remove them from their posts would be…”
    

    
      ‘You serious? Just 20 wyverns and 3,000 men?’
    

    
      That was none too different from the forces I had commanded in Nerman in the beginning. There were the 100 wyverns I had brought over, but they couldn’t serve immediately as fighting forces. They weren’t just emotionless weapons a Skyknight could pick and use willy-nilly, after all.
    

    
      ‘You call this ‘greatly improving’??’
    

    
      Rosiathe put on a strong facade, but it was obvious how extraordinarily difficult the management of her country had been. How could a place called a kingdom only have 20 wyverns available for battle?
    

    
      ‘They’re taking advantage of the fact that Havis’ forces are divided from subjugating the rebels.’
    

    
      Along with what Jamir had told me about the Havis Kingdom’s situation, it seemed the Roen Principality scum were trying to burglarize an empty house.
    

    
      ‘They must have gotten permission from Laviter.’
    

    
      The picture was clear—Laviter, which had been exercising its influence in the Havis Kingdom, was using Roen to stab Havis in the back after the nobles supporting Laviter were cast out.
    

    
      ‘What an expensive meal.’
    

    
      It would be one thing if I didn’t hear anything, but I couldn’t just go back to Nerman after hearing about the invasion.
    

    
      Rosiathe stepped away from my embrace, trying her best to stay calm. “I-It is alright. The matters of our kingdom will be settled by—”
    

    
      “Shh.” I brought a finger to my lips, interrupting her. “If you are struggling, say so. I believe you and I are close enough acquaintances to say that much.”
    

    
      At my words, Rosiathe’s pupils trembled.
    

    
      “The wellbeing of the Havis Kingdom is closely related to the safety of my territory. So if you tell me to go home now, it will be like telling me to abandon my territory.”
    

    
      It was a bit of an exaggeration, but this was what I wanted to do.
    

    
      “Men, did you have a good meal?”
    

    
      “We did, Master.”
    

    
      “Time for battle?”
    

    
      The beastmen had eyes and ears of their own and had figured out the gist of the situation. Their fighting spirits were blazing.
    

    
      “How should we go find them?” I asked the frozen Royal Knight.
    

    
      The Royal Knight glanced at Rosiathe and stammered, “That, that is…”
    

    
      “I will guide you there.”
    

    
      “!! Your Highness, that is—!” began the Royal Knight in panic.
    

    
      “Alright. Please show us the way.”
    

    
      It would be laughable for the ruler to stay in the palace, sighing worriedly, when their kingdom was in grave peril. This level of resolve was necessary if you were someone responsible for a kingdom.
    

    
      “Please wait one moment. Sir Shellot, assemble the Royal Skyknights.” 
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      “No. There is no need for the Royal Skyknights. It will be just the princess and us.”
    

    
      “...” 
    

    
      Rosiathe went silent at my words, then looked into my eyes before finally nodding.
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, 100 wyverns, you say.’
    

    
      This wasn’t my first rodeo, so I wasn’t even afraid anymore. For me, 100 wyverns was like a bunch of elementary school kids only just starting to grow. I was actually delighted by the prospect of 100 wyverns.
    

    
      Nerman was always hungry for more.
    

    
      You’d have to be a goddamned idiot to miss out on a free feast.
      

    

    
      “Zarelon was captured?”
    

    
      “Prince Remitar of Roen is said to have personally gone into battle. He is moving deep into the Havis Kingdom with the momentum from the victory at Zarelon.”
    

    
      “Kuku. That greedy prince is moving very nicely for us.”
    

    
      Duke Yanovis, who had secretly received an order to invade the Havis Kingdom from the emperor, smiled with satisfaction at the war reports getting swiftly delivered to his ear by messenger lumikars. 
    

    
      “How would you like to move, Your Excellency? Should we simply watch as those Roen bastards swallow the Havis Kingdom?”
    

    
      Count Davesyen, a retainer of the ducal household of Yanovis de Vermillion, cautiously probed the Duke’s intent.
    

    
      “That’s fine, too. We were planning on taking care of the principality soon anyway, so using this opportunity to blow our noses without raising a finger would be fine as well.”
    

    
      “Ah… That is true.”
    

    
      Davesyen felt a swell of admiration at the Duke’s judgement. Previously, he thought that the robustly built Blade Master wasn’t very intelligent, but he soon realized he was wrong. In fact, he felt that he should be even more careful.
    

    
      “The preparations to dispatch troops are going well, I’m sure?”
    

    
      “The 3rd Army and 7th Army in the Western Corps are preparing as instructed. They will be ready to move as soon as the imperial mandate is given.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      Duke Yanovis nodded, his large, cow-like eyes flashing. He smiled, thinking of the dramatic shifts that would soon shake the continent…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘I think we’re nearly there.’
    

    
      The Havis Kingdom was only a little bigger in size than Nerman. After flying for three hours, we must have gotten close to the border, because I saw people evacuating.
    

    
      ‘What hardship to face on such a cold day.’
    

    
      It didn’t feel like a stranger’s problem. If Nerman was not able to defend itself from enemy invasion, my citizens would have also been reduced to such a state. However, it would be worse than this, because at least the people of Havis had somewhere to flee to. If Nerman residents were to flee, there would be an ocean on one side and mountains full of monsters on the other.
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto, whose senses were keener than mine, roared towards the front. I couldn’t see any wyverns, but he must have picked up their smell in the crosswind.
    

    
      I raised my hand high into the air, and the beastmen fell smoothly into crane wing attack formation.
    

    
      ‘She’ll be safe enough as long as she doesn’t get into close combat.’
    

    
      I told Rosiathe to always stay 1 km away in the rear.
    

    
      ‘Those must be patrol wyverns.’
    

    
      In the darkening sky, I could see a formation out on patrol, around 20 wyverns strong. That was a perfect number for a hunt.
    

    
      ‘No need to drag things out. I’ll finish it in one go,’ I thought, looking at the special bag on Bebeto’s body. I always brought around dozens of bottles of top-grade holy water just in case a situation like this came around. The wyverns ridden by the beastmen were also loaded with holy water.
    

    
      ‘Preparation complete!’
    

    
      This wasn’t my first or second time hunting—I was now a seasoned pro. Bebeto and I flew directly towards the wyverns, who had discovered us and were flying over in formation.
    

    
      I held up two new-model Blessed Spears, one in each hand.
    

    
      The dusky sky made it look like a perfect day for catching some sparrows.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Why are there Gold Wyverns here?’
    

    
      Count Cartione, the leader of the Roen Principality patrol flight, was bewildered by the abrupt sight of Gold Wyverns flying from the interior of Havis. The sun was about to go down, but he would recognize the official wyvern of the Laviter Imperial Family, frequent visitors to Roen, anywhere.
    

    
      ‘Seven wyverns… but what in the world is that Black Wyvern?’
    

    
      At the lead flew a Black Wyvern with golden stripes that glittered in the setting sun, with five Golds behind it, and at the very back was a Grey. Just looking at the motley crew made him feel perplexed.
    

    
      ‘!! I-It can’t be!’
    

    
      And then, he suddenly remembered a certain rumor. A rumor about the man who had massacred the wyverns of the Havis nobles who invaded Nerman.
    

    
      ‘Count Kyre! Is it really him?!’
    

    
      Despite his growing panic, Count Cartione quickly raised his hand to signal the attack.
    

    
      
        Flash.
      
    

    
      It was then that he saw it. A flash of light 3 km away, a distance too long for attack.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Even before he realized the danger, Cartione let out a gasp at the Blessed Spear that was shooting towards them.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      
        Kwaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      
        Ba-bam!
      
    

    
      Dull impacts rang out, as five wyverns flying ahead of him screamed and began to fall to the ground.
    

    
      “Everyone, retreat!”
    

    
      They had the advantage in numbers, but the mere thought of his enemy filled Cartione with horror.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiip.
      
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      Those were the last words he ever spoke.
    

    
      He was unlucky enough that a Blessed Spear plunged deep into his chest, instead of his wyvern’s. The spear punched through his airplate, the shaft quivering in the air. After that, the Count’s eyes could no longer see.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Rosiathe saw everything while flying behind Count Kyre.
    

    
      When the 20 enemy wyverns first appeared, she hesitated, unsure of whether she should warn him and help. But before she knew it, despite the distance between them and their foes, Kyre and his Skyknights were throwing spears. She watched, dumbfounded, as they did something that broke the common sense of Skyknights entirely.
    

    
      Rosiathe witnessed an unbelievable sight. The spears left their hands and shot forward at an incredible speed that far outstripped that of the Blessed Spears used on the continent. They had no special homing devices, but a single volley shot down five wyverns in an instant.
    

    
      And that wasn’t the end.
    

    
      While she was still in shock, before the enemies could muster a response, Kyre and Skyknights immediately fired a second volley. No, Kyre was even able to fire one in each hand.
    

    
      
        Kyaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      She heard the continuous screams of wyverns.
    

    
      And just like that, it was over.
    

    
      Kyre flew into close range, firing spears at the enemy wyverns that were drawing a parabola in their attempt to flee. In mere moments, 20 wyverns crashed into the snow fields below.
    

    
      
        Swoosh.
      
    

    
      And without skipping a beat, Kyre and his Skyknights descended to the crashed wyverns. They hurriedly took out bottles, removed the spears in the wyverns’ bodies, and poured holy water on them right then and there. Then, they cast magic.
    

    
      ‘What in the world… is this?’
    

    
      Everything had happened so fast. After putting 20 wyverns to sleep, Kyre and his Skyknights rose into the air once more. As if nothing had happened, they circled once and flew onwards.
    

    
      ‘Kyre, just who are you?’
    

    
      Only then did she remember. She remembered the fact that 250 Havis Kingdom nobles and wyverns were wiped out in a single battle by the man in front of her.
    

    
      
        Swooooosh.
      
    

    
      Indifferent to the question in her heart, the cold winter wind, Kazofune, swept past the girl looking intensely at the man ahead and disappeared.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 121: Do Y’all Know the Delights of Toil
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Huhu, in just a few days, we should be able to occupy everything on the way to the royal castle.’
    

    
      After taking Fort Zarelon, Prince Remitar of Roen and his troops advanced deep into Havis Kingdom territory. They had recently passed a fairly large castle, but there wasn’t a single soldier there, only civilians who hadn’t been able to evacuate. There was no one there to resist them. Thanks to marching the infantry at a quick pace, Roen was able to occupy a considerable amount of territory in just half a day.
    

    
      ‘But how come the wyverns that went on patrol aren’t coming back? They should be back by now.’
    

    
      The Prince sent out two flights, each with 20 wyverns, out on patrol in order to watch out for potential raids and enemy movements. But the arranged time to return had long passed, and neither patrol had come back.
    

    
      “Stop the marching. We’ll make camp here.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      On the way towards the capital of Havis, they ran into a small village on the side of the path. Prince Remitar ordered a break there.
    

    
      “Be aware that we will begin marching early in the morning.”
    

    
      “Understood, Your Highness.”
    

    
      Prince Remitar, who wasn’t able to ride a wyvern because he had a fear of flying, gave orders to the nobles following him as he looked at the magic tent that was quickly being set up for him.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Just then, a wyvern’s cry could be heard from the darkening sky above.
    

    
      “It appears that one of the wyvern flights that went on patrol is returning,” said one of the nobles serving the Prince while looking into the sky.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Suddenly, a few points of light flashed in the sky.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      The moment they noticed the light, it suddenly whistled forward like a lightning bolt, leaving an afterimage of light.
    

    
      
        Bam! Baaam!
      
    

    
      And then, their ears registered the dull sound of something hitting flesh.
    

    
      
        Kwaaaaaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      Several of the wyverns protecting the soldiers from above screamed piteously as they crashed to the ground.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “E-Enemies! Enemy attack!”
    

    
      “All forces, prepare for battle!!!!!!”
    

    
      As a gasp emerged from Prince Remitar’s mouth, someone screamed to alert everyone of enemy appearance, and the soldiers setting up tents scrambled to grab their weapons.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      The ear-splitting cry of the same wyvern as before rang out once again.
    

    
      
        BOOOOM!
      
    

    
      Suddenly, a tremendous explosion rocked the sky. 
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      “Ack!”
    

    
      The people peering into the dark sky fell over, clutching their ears. It felt like their eardrums had burst.
    

    
      
        Kyaaaaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      Agonized cries of wyverns continued to fill the sky.
    

    
      “W-What’s going on!”
    

    
      Remitar could use mana, so he was less impacted by the earlier sound explosion. Utter mayhem had ensued due to the sudden enemy appearance.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiip.
      
    

    
      
        Baaam!
      
    

    
      In the sky, where the moon hung shrouded with clouds, bursts of light he could only assume were magic continued to flash.
    

    
      “Your Highness, watch out!”
    

    
      “Uaaagghhhhh!”
    

    
      Above the head of the dazedly watching Prince, a wyvern crashed down after losing balance.
    

    
      
        THUUUUUUD!
      
    

    
      
        Crunch.
      
    

    
      The crunch of something breaking rang out at the same time as the thud of the wyvern falling to the ground.
    

    
      And that was the last time Prince Remitar of the Roen Principality was seen.
    

    
      “Haha, hahahahahaha!”
    

    
      As the Royal Knights and nobles looked blankly at the wyvern that had crushed their liege, a laugh of exhilaration echoed in the sky above.
    

    
      For everyone in the Roen army, it sounded like the laughter of the Devil.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘The heck? These guys can barely put up a fight.’
    

    
      The beastmen and I unleashed a variety of the aerial combat night raid attacks and spells honed in Nerman. On top of that, the Roen Skyknights appeared in front of me in handy groups of 20, a number the new-model Blessed Spears, and magic attacks in unison with the beastmen, could easily handle.
    

    
      Moreover, their “headquarters” wasn’t anything to write home about, either. Perhaps the heavens were helping us, because as night fell, dark clouds suddenly filled the sky, allowing us to hide and ambush them from above. Faithful to a T to the textbook on wyvern tactics, around 30 wyverns split into several flights while forming a defensive formation above the main army. We first gave that wyvern formation a jab with Blessed Spears, then a straight with Sonic Boom magic to disrupt their balance, and finally, an uppercut with a friendly Air Press to finish the job.
    

    
      ‘They’re running away?’
    

    
      Everything happened in a matter of moments, but when the surviving wyverns and Skyknights belatedly realized what was happening, they lifted into the sky from the rear of the army. Their aim was not to counterattack, but to flee with their tails tucked.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, what a shame.’
    

    
      All the fleeing wyverns looked like sacks of money to me. However, I had to be satisfied with this. This wasn’t my land, and overdoing it could backfire.
    

    
      “Lay down all your equipment and weapons and surrender! Anyone who resists will not be forgiven!”
    

    
      I flew Bebeto low over the heads of the Roen soldiers, shouting with mana so that everyone could hear.
    

    
      ‘They always need to be ‘disciplined’ first, jeez.’
    

    
      But in the confusion, the soldiers didn’t move as commanded. A force consisting of several tens of thousands of soldiers stood frozen in the darkness, looking like a swarm of ants.
    

    
      “Explosion!”
    

    
      Words were no longer necessary. I unleashed the 6th Circle offensive magic with the greatest destructive force, Explosion, on an empty clearing without any soldiers.
    

    
      I felt my mana core revving up, and a moment later, my mana fused with the mana in the atmosphere to form a red light that descended to the ground.
    

    
      
        BOOOOOOOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      
        FWOOOOOOOOOOOOSH!
      
    

    
      ‘Geh! Is that really Explosion?’
    

    
      Even I, as the caster, was surprised by the sight. The magic appeared to have twice the explosive power and range as the Explosion I was capable of in the past. The ground left in the aftermath bubbled like lava from the incredible heat, and a ring of red flames spread out instantly.
    

    
      The swirl mana had resulted in a swift improvement to my offensive power. Even a 7th Circle mage would have to surrender to me.
    

    
      “Burn Flare!”
    

    
      “Inferno!”
    

    
      “Blaze!”
    

    
      “Fire Field!”
    

    
      “Flame!”
    

    
      The smart beastmen followed my example and fired spells of their own.
    

    
      
        BOOOOM!
      
    

    
      
        Fwoooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Flame spells, the magic with the greatest destructive force among 5th Circle offensive spells, burst out between the shocked Roen soldiers.
    

    
      “Uwaaaaaah!”
    

    
      “R-Retreaaat!”
    

    
      “SURRENDER!!!!!!”
    

    
      As magic lit up the deep darkness, the Roen Principality army finally realized the preciousness of life. Like fleas jumping ship, they screamed as they began to flee in all directions.
    

    
      ‘Ground forces without Skyknight support… they’re like paper tigers.’
    

    
      Without wyverns, the massive army on the ground were like helpless paper tigers.
    

    
      It was a shame.
    

    
      From this, I could tell why every nation on the continent focused so much national strength on the acquisition of wyverns and the training of Skyknights.
      

    

    
      “Master, this one’s dead.”
    

    
      “That so? That’s a shame.”
    

    
      “How should we deal with this guy?”
    

    
      “Is he alive?”
    

    
      “His wyvern is dead, but the human is alive.”
    

    
      “Then don’t kill him and just take off his airplate.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      The battle was over.
    

    
      It was a huge battle where the Roen Principality had mobilized tens of thousands of troops and the greatest fighting force at their disposal.
    

    
      But that battle was concluded in such a ridiculous manner.
    

    
      Afterwards, Kyre and his Skyknights began to do something written in no history books. Descending next to the crashed wyverns, they began to pour top-grade holy water on the surviving wyverns’ wounds and into their mouths. On top of that, they also tended to the Skyknights riding the wyverns, being so kind as to remove their airplates for them.
    

    
      Of course, they didn’t forget to kindly pour holy water on the injured Skyknights’ wounds.
    

    
      “Nghhh.”
    

    
      “Coming back to your senses? If you don’t want to die, go look through those supplies over there and cover yourself as you see fit.”
    

    
      Kyre even instructed them on how to preserve their lives.
    

    
      “Y-You bastards! What do you think you’re doing!”
    

    
      
        Pow!
      
    

    
      Of course, Kyre may have saved their lives, but his kindness had its limits. If the Skyknights were rude or cursed at all, he didn’t hesitate to use violence.
    

    
      “I saved your pitiful life, but you curse at me? This is why being kind gets a person nowhere.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Rosiathe was watching over everything. She watched in dumb silence, unable to wrap her mind around Kyre’s actions. The image she had of a friendly, well-mannered god-given knight who came to save her whenever she was in a crisis… that image was crumbling before her eyes.
    

    
      Kyre suddenly addressed her, holding up a spear container hanging on the dead wyvern’s neck and saying words masqueraded as generosity. “If you need any, should I give you some spears?”
    

    
      “Huh? N-No…” Rosiathe stuttered back.
    

    
      “Let me know if you change your mind. I can give you a few, at least.”
    

    
      Kyre had become very perfunctory, as if he were allocating his spoils. Rosiathe blinked her large eyes as she simply watched him go about his ‘business.’
    

    
      “Master, we’re all done.”
    

    
      “Really? How many are alive?”
    

    
      “We got 49 wyverns today.”
    

    
      “Hooh, that’s more than I expected.”
    

    
      “What should we do next?”
    

    
      “Tie them up.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      Simple conversations came and went between Kyre and his men. As if this wasn’t the first or second time they had done this, the Skyknights under his command took care of things skillfully and really did tie up the wyverns.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaah!
      
    

    
      Of course, the surviving wyverns resisted. The instinctive trait of a wyvern was to not submit to anyone other than the Skyknight who was their friend and master.
    

    
      
        Pow!
      
    

    
      
        Kuaaaak!
      
    

    
      
        Po-po-pow.
      
    

    
      
        Krrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      When the wyverns that came back to their senses after drinking holy water resisted, violence was administered without mercy. Kyre’s Skyknights used their fists to ruthlessly punch the wyverns in the snout. Shards from their large teeth went flying everywhere. And those squalling wyverns were then scratched from head to toe from above by Gold Wyverns.
    

    
      
        Kwaaaaawk.
      
    

    
      The resisting wyverns flattened their wings on the ground and bowed their heads, showing their submission. Then, the Skyknights tied up their ankles.
    

    
      It wasn’t just one or two wyverns. Kyre and his Skyknights moved busily amongst an enormous pile of war goods.
    

    
      “If everything’s done, let’s go. The ones we caught earlier could wake up.”
    

    
      “Got it, Master.”
    

    
      The five knights were clearly dressed like Skyknights, but somehow, the word ‘knight’ didn’t really suit them.
    

    
      “Princess Rosiathe, if you have the time, please order the nearby lords to watch over these.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Rosiathe followed Kyre’s gaze.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      She had forgotten. The fact that in the Roen Principality’s haste to withdraw after their crushing defeat, they had left behind an actual metric ton of war supplies.
    

    
      ‘I’m dreaming right now, right?’
    

    
      She couldn’t believe her eyes. How could 100 wyverns and thousands of troops be repelled with just six wyverns?
    

    
      But she had to believe it. Because the result in front of her eyes wasn’t a dream, but reality.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “T-They failed? And a crushing defeat at that?!”
    

    
      “Yes. According to the report that came in just now, the 100 wyverns and 30,000 troops of the Roen Principality that invaded the Havis Kingdom were ambushed and forced to retreat.”
    

    
      “Do you hear yourself right now? The Havis Kingdom can barely muster up what amounts to the forces of a count in the empire. But such a crippled kingdom was able to carry out an ambush and repel the elite army of the Roen Principality?”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Count Davesyen couldn’t answer Duke Yanovis’ dumbstricken query. He hadn’t been there personally, so how would he know what had happened? However, the report was clear—after suffering a crushing defeat, the Roen army hastily fled back to the principality.
    

    
      “Dammit.”
    

    
      A word of frustration escaped Duke Yanovis’ mouth. He was the duke of an empire in name, but he discarded his dignity and spoke like a mercenary.
    

    
      “A precise report should be delivered soon.”
    

    
      “There’s no need! What report?! I don’t want to hear the excuses of incompetents who couldn’t even subdue a kingdom with no guard dogs!”
    

    
      Duke Yanovis was fuming. His plan to quietly occupy Havis using the name of Roen rather than Laviter while the Bajran Empire was unstable, had gone askew.
    

    
      Their territory acquisition plan had gone wrong at the very first button.
    

    
      Duke Yanovis’ white lion whiskers were trembling in rage.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Today, I caught three birds with one stone. Puhaha, I feel frickin’ great.’
    

    
      Just thinking about the bonanza, no inferior to winning the lottery, made me flush with joy. I was able to help the Havis Kingdom and acquire 40 wyverns as a reward. 
    

    
      From the 49 wyverns we captured, the 9 wyverns that couldn’t fly because they had difficult-to-heal injuries were given to Rosiathe as a present. Most people would find it difficult to do something so generous. I couldn’t forget the sight of Princess Rosiathe crying tears of emotion as she sent me off.
    

    
      And thanks to this big harvest, I would also become a greater lord in possession of over 100 wyverns. On the continent, besides anyone over marquis level in an empire, only greater lords had 100 wyverns in their territories.
    

    
      However, even if those guys ran their soles raw, they wouldn’t be able to catch up to my pace. In less than one year, I gathered 100 wyverns, including Bebeto. That was a speed of growth no one could match.
    

    
      ‘It should be quiet for a while.’
    

    
      I didn’t know what exactly the Laviter Empire had planned when they instigated the Roen Principality, but Laviter wouldn’t be able to invade the havis Kingdom without good reason.
    

    
      ‘If next year is going to be like this one, please grant me gifts like this.’
    

    
      Looking into the sky, I sent the gods a fervent prayer.
    

    
      It was only a small wish, nothing greedy, so there was no way the magnanimous gods would refuse to hear me.
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      I could already see Weyn Covert in the far distance. Spotting home, Bebeto gave an energetic bellow.
    

    
      ‘You little brat, you did well.’
    

    
      My lucky charm, Bebeto. There were rumors that he was visiting the hangars of female wyverns every night lately, but I decided to not take issue with it. Bebeto’s only reward for working like a dog in my service was just a few orcs for food and a warm place to sleep. If I prevented him from fulfilling his instinctive drive as an animal, how else would he have fun? In fact, I had actually been actively encouraging the continuation of Bebeto’s good genes, so I secretly gave a certain instruction to the Skyknights owning female wyverns. 
    

    
      
        If Bebeto comes to your wyvern’s hangar, open the door for him no matter what.
      
    

    
      ‘Tonight will be another grilled pork belly party. Huhu.’
    

    
      For me, a warrior returning after a long day of hard work, the only thing left to do was to eat ‘till I burst and rest up.
    

    
      That was the sweet reward of winter granted to the diligent ants who had worked without rest, after all.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 122: Shaviltre
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Sizzleeeeee.
      
    

    
      “Hooh! What a killer taste.”
    

    
      “How is it? It’s amazing, right?”
    

    
      “That goes without saying. I never knew there was such an incredible beer snack.”
    

    
      Patriarch Cassiars, the top dog among the dwarves that I absolutely needed to maintain a friendship with, was completely entranced by the grilled pork belly.
    

    
      The patriarch guzzled down some beer to wash down the pork. While he was doing that, I heard people gulping down saliva in surround sound.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, you must all be desperate to eat some, huh?’
    

    
      After reaching Nerman, I immediately caught one pig and threw a grilled pork belly party with the beastmen. Of course, the scarce pork belly was eaten by me, and I grilled other cuts, like the legs, for the beastmen. Even so, they didn’t have any complaints. For them, it was fine as long as they could fill their bellies, so they were satisfied with any kind of meat.
    

    
      And so, I gorged on grilled pork belly all on my own before taking the rest of it to the Dwarven Village.
    

    
      “I apologize, everyone. It’s precious meat, so there isn’t much…”
    

    
      The girthy dwarven patriarch was devouring the pork belly grilling on a stone slab— which was perfect for the job— so it was only enough for one. Patriarch Cassiars was immersed in delight all by himself as he ate the meat gleaming with oil while chugging down beer. However, the savory smell of the oil had drawn a crowd of naive dwarves who were staring at the meat and bear with intense longing.
    

    
      ‘I think that’s enough bait. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      All of this was my plan. The territory had steadily increased its stock of dairy cows, pigs, and other livestock like chickens with the help of the Rubis Merchants. We didn’t have enough to squander, but there was certainly enough to give the dwarves a taste.
    

    
      “Patriarch, we are building new forts and bridges in the territory, and the craftsmen are in great need of help from our dwarven comrades.”
    

    
      “That so? How many people do you need?”
    

    
      “Not many, just 200 or so.”
    

    
      “200 people… Take them.”
    

    
      The patriarch gave his permission all too easily. We had already gotten help from the dwarves when making the cement factory, so I was able to acquire his assent easily.
    

    
      “Chew chew… Ohhh, it truly is a killer taste.”
    

    
      Completely taken by the grilled pork belly, the patriarch acted perfectly according to my plan.
    

    
      “It’ll be cold outside because it’s winter… I wonder if anyone would be willing to go.” Aiming for the perfect moment, I looked at the dwarves crowded around the patriarch. “You’ll be able to eat grilled pork belly every day with beer while working…”
    

    
      “...!!”
    

    
      As soon as I uttered those words, the dwarves’ ears perked up.
    

    
      “C-Can I go? My specialty is construction.”
    

    
      “I’ll go, too! Brother Kyre, take me!”
    

    
      “I don’t need many people, just 200…”
    

    
      “I’ll go!”
    

    
      “Me too! Please use me, brother!”
    

    
      The dwarves raised their hands high, clamoring to be chosen. I couldn’t take them all—there were still airplates, new-model Blessed Spears, and various other weapons and tools that needed to be forged in the Dwarven Village.
    

    
      “Please, line up. You will be chosen based on a first come, first serve basis!”
    

    
      The dwarves immediately began to form a line in front of me.
    

    
      “Move! how dare you cut in line!”
    

    
      “Uwahh! That’s my spot!”
    

    
      Chaos ensued. The dwarves moved their short legs, struggling to take a place in the line. Family and brotherhood meant little in the face of drinking beer and eating grilled pork belly every day.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Meanwhile, I was watching that beautiful sight with satisfaction. Even in my opinion, I was really too evil.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “What are you doing, that line isn’t straight.”
    

    
      “Lighten!”
    

    
      I stood at the place that was assigned as the construction site of the new bridge and fort. There were robust citizens who wanted to work for a daily wage along with dwarves who were sweating as they constructed the fort.
    

    
      ‘It only needs to be big enough to house 1,000.’
    

    
      This wasn’t the time or place to build a large fort that could defend an entire region. A fort that could guarantee the bridge’s safety was good enough, and large concrete bricks were being steadily piled up to build such a fort.
    

    
      ‘As I thought, they’re really people who received the blessing of the God of Labor.’
    

    
      Despite lacking various instruments, the dwarves used their sharp eyes and outstanding sense for construction to build the fort according to the blueprint. After the mages cast Lighten magic on the massive concrete bricks, the dwarves easily hefted them and added them to the fort. Like a Lego model getting built up, the fort was steadily reaching completion.
    

    
      On the other side, there were dwarves processing wood brought in by wyverns. The dwarves’ tools clattered and clanged as the lumber for the bridge slowly turned into a frame.
    

    
      ‘To think that a large bridge around 300 meters long is getting made so easily… Haah, even 21st century techniques wouldn’t be able to match the techniques used here.’
    

    
      Even the big bridge over the Han River would likely take nearly one year to build with modern techniques. It took time to plant metal supports in the riverbed, build concrete piers above the foundation, and lay out a sturdy bridge deck. However, it was different here. In Kallian, there was an institution that didn’t exist in the 21st century I knew, magic. Magic could make the impossible possible.
    

    
      ‘We just have to attach the mithril wire made by the dwarves to the lower part of the bridge, cast permanent weight reduction and strengthening magic, as well as flotation magic to decrease the bridge’s load. To make a bridge this easily, I must be a genius. Uhahaha.’
    

    
      Not many materials were needed to construct the bridge, either. Besides mithril, which could conduct mana and could only be manipulated by the dwarves, some lumber and a magic crystal that could maintain a large magic array were sufficient. Of course, this would have all been impossible without Master’s magic knowledge and the dwarves’ help. That’s why it was a construction method only possible in Nerman.
    

    
      ‘Who would believe that dwarves could be goaded to work with just a few pigs and some beer?’
    

    
      Won over by the promise of grilled pork belly and beer, the dwarves had donned warm clothes and had gotten into wyvern gondolas. When the work began, they did their best to concentrate on the work entrusted to them not because of the food, but because of their characteristic craftsmen mentality. 
    

    
      ‘Right, I shouldn’t be sitting around like this.’
    

    
      I, too, didn’t move because of the bet with Andriave and Thevedian, but for the sake of all of Nerman’s people…and me, creating the magic array that could maintain the bridge was something only I could do.
    

    
      I walked towards Bebeto. The sweat everyone here was dripping wasn’t for free. Everything was a favor I had to repay. To repay that favor as much as possible, I had to work hard, too.
    

    
      For Nerman, the land that would become everyone’s paradise.
    

    
      

      

    

    
      “My lord, the temporary wyvern hangars are complete.”
    

    
      “Thanks for your hard work.”
    

    
      “What hard work? What I do is nothing compared to what you do, my lord.”
    

    
      The covert couldn’t house any additional wyverns, so I had sturdy temporary hangars built on the land outside Denfors, the same place the Havis Kingdom wyverns had been staying.
    

    
      “Any other issues to report?”
    

    
      “No, sir. As per your instructions, we selected the knights who want to become Skyknights and sent them to Orakk Castle today.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      We had a surplus of wyverns, but not enough Skyknights. Thankfully, we had plenty of people who could use mana. The majority of the former Herz Mercenaries were able to use mana. Those people, and native Nerman knights who wanted to become Skyknights, were sent to Orakk Castle to train.
    

    
      ‘This winter, we have to maximize our fighting force.’
    

    
      I had to do everything in my power to fortify the territory as much as possible.
    

    
      “My lord, if I may be so bold, is something the matter?”
    

    
      Derval, who could always read me, looked at me with concern.
    

    
      “Haha, nothing of the sort. Did you say that the slaves crossed the border today?”
    

    
      “I was told they have just passed the border, yes. We sent carriages, so they should arrive in two days.”
    

    
      “What about the temporary residences to house them?”
    

    
      “I believe temporary huts made with orc leather will be more than sufficient. Also, there are many empty houses in various villages in the territory. It should be fine if people who can assimilate with the villagers are dispersed and housed there.”
    

    
      “It will be hard on you.”
    

    
      One of the war supplies we gained from repelling the Roen army was slaves. When I asked for them, Rosiathe gladly agreed. Even if they were sold, the merchant groups were uniting to try and buy them at ridiculously low prices, and even if they were released, they would definitely be hostile to the kingdom, so they were difficult to deal with. So when I told her I needed slaves, she agreed to give them to me without a hitch, and those slaves were now being transported to Nerman.
    

    
      “Exactly how many did you say there were?”
    

    
      “There are around 25,500 of them. They consist of people who were connected to treason, offended the royal family, low-level officials who became henchmen of nobles and oppressed the people, and finally, family members of traitorous soldiers.”
    

    
      ‘If the father commits the crime, even his family gets punished…’
    

    
      To me, that was unreasonable, but on the continent, this was considered a given. Crimes related to treason because of unstable royal authority were severely punished.
    

    
      “Excluding those with severe crimes, give those who are holding onto hope for a continued life the best arrangements possible.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege.”
    

    
      Of course, I wasn’t saying we would accept them all. We would thoroughly sort out the ones with twisted mentalities or anyone who could deleteriously affect the thoughts of the residents. Those people would be treated as slaves. However, my conscience didn’t allow me to go so far as to punish young children and innocent women.
    

    
      “That aside, summon Sir Andriave and Sir Thevedian right now.”
    

    
      “Pardon? Why them…?”
    

    
      “Of course, as the witness, you must also be here.”
    

    
      Derval figured out my meaning and looked at me with surprise. “Ah!” he exclaimed. “I-Is the first fort and bridge already complete?”
    

    
      “Huhu.”
    

    
      I didn’t want to spoil the surprise. Nearly a month had passed since the dwarves first began the construction work. In a few days, it would be the last day of the year and the beginning of the next.
    

    
      “Report when they are ready.”
    

    
      “I will get them ready at once.” said Derval with excitement. It seemed he was intending to properly hammer in what kind of lord he served to his friends.
    

    
      ‘Start with one slow step at a time, and then, if you feel like it, just run!’
    

    
      In any case, everyone lived with worries. It was better for the heart to live with hope rather than anxiety.
    

    
      I would run, run while only looking forward.
    

    
      Right now, all I wanted to do was advance at a breakneck pace.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “T-This is…”
    

    
      “Geh…”
    

    
      “It’s beautiful.”
    

    
      Andriave and Thevedian’s dejected words stood out in contrast to Aramis’ remark on the bridge’s beauty.
    

    
      ‘As expected of the dwarves, seriously…’
    

    
      The watching knights, soldiers, and workers exclaimed again and again.
    

    
      “I can’t believe it…”
    

    
      “Ngh.”
    

    
      However, in stark contrast, the two officials were as pale as paper.
    

    
      Holding a square magic circuit board 1 meter in length and width, I walked into the fort. Right now, the magic holding up the bridge was only provisional. The permanent magic would come into formal operation with this magic board, and the bridge could only be called complete once a stable source of mana was provided via a magic crystal.
    

    
      My heart thumped loudly in my chest. This was yet another historical moment that would be recorded in Nerman’s chronology. I entered the magic control room set up in the center of the fort. Then, I stuck the mithril alloy magic board into the middle of the empty array.
    

    
      At the same time, I took out a Grade 3 magic crystal from my pocket and inserted it with a click into the center of the magic board.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      
        Whiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiir.
      
    

    
      Once the magic crystal was in, light dyed in a myriad of colors, like red, blue, and yellow, radiated from the array. 
    

    
      ‘It’s done!’
    

    
      And then, I looked outside the control room window at the newly constructed bridge. Filled with mana, two lines of mithril wire running from the fort all the way to the bridge were glowing with a milky light.
    

    
      “Attach the wires!” I ordered the Skyknights from the control room window. 
    

    
      The wires already installed on the bridge needed to be connected to the two lines of wires carrying the mana current.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      Flying in place, two wyverns took up positions in the air.
    

    
      And then, with a click, the wires were securely connected above a small hole made above the stairs at the end of the bridge.
    

    
      “Wooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      “The bridge is finished!”
    

    
      “Long live the Lord!”
    

    
      A wave of cheers surged up at the same time.
    

    
      ‘Nice!’
    

    
      I felt a swell of pride. In a short amount of time, we accomplished the construction of Nerman’s first large bridge. The sight of the bridge standing— with stability not inferior to a steel bridge—  made me deeply emotional.
    

    
      “As expected of Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      Aramis had quietly entered the control room.
    

    
      “Give it a name.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “I want you to give this bridge a name.”
    

    
      “Lord Kyre…”
    

    
      This was the first proper bridge built in Nerman. It would be more meaningful if Aramis were to name it.
    

    
      “Shaviltre… I think Shaviltre would be a good name.” The word Aramis murmured with her sweet voice had a meaning I didn’t know. “In the language of the gods, it means, ‘we are one,’” explained Aramis, her voice low from embarrassment.
    

    
      I reached out and took hold of her hand.
    

    
      Shaviltre.
    

    
      Right now, with our hands together, we were not two, but one.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 123: All That Remains is a Fight
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “...O’ merciful Mother, may we be granted your infinite love, and may you bless the future days of your inadequate servants. I sincerely pray in your name as your inadequate servant.”
    

    
      Aramis intoned a quiet prayer. As she prayed, she knelt while holding the holy artifact of Neran and gazed into the sky.
    

    
      As if giving a response, sacred lights lit up around the woman who never shed her appearance as a pure servant of God. In the dimness of the early morning, Aramis kneeled atop the dais set up in the Denfors city square, earnestly praying to God.
    

    
      ‘The new year has already dawned.’
    

    
      In front of thousands of residents kneeling around the square, I was also kneeling, showing respect towards God, an existence on a completely different level from humans. For just today, I, too, wanted to be treated as a child of God.
    

    
      “In your heavenly name we pray…”
    

    
      Drawing crosses, the people of Nerman once again bowed their heads as they showed utmost respect to God.
    

    
      I followed suit as well. Through Aramis, I came to know the infinite love of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, and didn’t feel ashamed in the least to bow my head.
    

    
      “The prayer is complete. Now, the Lord you all respect will say a few words.”
    

    
      Smiling brightly, Aramis gazed at me. I rose and silently approached the dais where she was standing. Not every citizen of the territory was able to participate in this moment, but the leaders of every village were here. There was something I wanted to tell them using the new year’s address as an opportunity.
    

    
      ‘It’s a bit embarrassing.’
    

    
      Thousands of people were braving the cold weather, kneeling atop pieces of leather while watching me with shining eyes. The mood was different from when I was fighting in battle. If they were enemies, I would boldly bellow at them, but these were the citizens who were relying on me. I smiled softly.
    

    
      “In the last year, you have all suffered because of a foolish lord such as I.” There were old elders here, but I was formally the lord with absolute power of life and death over them. I had to assert my authority to maintain the territory’s flow of efficiency, so I spoke with a gravity befitting my station. “On this new year’s day— which has been granted to us after overcoming several instances of great peril through the extraordinary love of Neran— this lord of yours wishes to once again give a prayer of thanks to the gods.”
    

    
      As I spoke, I drew a cross in Aramis’ direction as I bowed my head. Although she was the woman I loved, right now, she was a spokesperson for a god. Aramis met my address with a pious, bright smile.
    

    
      “I dare not say that I will be able to give the same peace to you all this year as well as, Right now, with greedy wolves lusting after Nerman all around us, how could I deceive you with lies.” 
    

    
      Even if I didn’t say so, everyone was probably well aware.
    

    
      “However, I hope you are all aware that Nerman is not just mine. There is only one thing this lord of yours can do, and that is to shed my sweat and the meager blood flowing in my body… I know, just as you do, that it is not nearly enough to protect Nerman.”
    

    
      I poured my heart and mana into my words, thinking about the hardships that we would face this year. If things went wrong, it could become the greatest peril these people will have ever experienced.
    

    
      “People of Nerman… I, your lord, humbly entreat that you shed your blood and sweat with me in order to cultivate this beautiful land, the land you will pass on to your successors. If one drop of sweat and blood shed by each of us today can ensure a bright tomorrow for future generations, it is my wish that you will shed such sweat and blood without fear.”
    

    
      As my speech continued, the air in the square was solemn, but growing more heated.
    

    
      “All of you, trust in me, and follow me! I dare to promise you that I will turn this land into one where the milk and honey of the gods flow! My beloved people of Nerman…”
    

    
      I trailed off, finishing my new year’s address. I said my honest thoughts with nothing missing and nothing superfluous.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The square instantly fell into silence. I was certain that no lord had ever requested the people— or encouraged them— to work together with them like this. Lords were all existences who either exploited or oppressed the people.
    

    
      But I was different. I was not proposing free democracy, but earnestly asking them to trust and follow me. Only then could this territory surmount the approaching crisis, so I opened my heart to them entirely.
    

    
      “By your will… shall I shed my blood and sweat. Oh lord of mine…”
    

    
      Speaking as if singing with a passionate heart, Aramis knelt beside me.
    

    
      “For you, my liege, we would gladly shed our blood and sweat, nay, we would lay our lives on the line!”
    

    
      The knights down on one knee created an intense harmony as they gazed at me with blazing eyes.
    

    
      “For the Lord, we, too, shall put our lives on the line!”
    

    
      “Ohh! Oh master of ours—  who was granted to us by the grace of God—  Wherever you go, we shall follow, even if the path takes us into a sea of fire!”
    

    
      “M-My lord…!”
    

    
      Heartfelt cries from the people rang out everywhere in the square.
    

    
      “What are you all doing?! Let us all cheer for the Lord and Nerman! Long live the apostle of God who came for this god-given land for us! Long live! Long live!”
    

    
      “WAAAAAAAAA! LONG LIVE THE LORD! LONG LIVE NERMAN!”
    

    
      “LONG LIVE! LONG LIVE! LONG LIVE!”
    

    
      Someone’s passionate words aroused a wave of cheers from the people.
    

    
      ‘Thank you.’
    

    
      The people of Nerman were trusting and following a lord who was, with the turning of the new year, now eighteen years old. Surrounded by their cheers, I once again resolved myself. That I would, without fail, make this place, Nerman, into paradise!
    

    
      

    

    
      “This coming year will be a difficult one.”
    

    
      After completing the new year’s prayer, I called all of my important knights to the covert office that had become the lord’s office. It was now time to reveal Nerman’s situation, as well as the situation of the continent. No one was stupid, so they all braced themselves, growing solemn at my first words.
    

    
      “As you all know, Nerman is the most dangerous place on the continent. Not only are there monsters in the mountains surrounding Nerman, but the pirates of the Kesmire Archipelago, the Temir who are said to be savages, and the rulers of the continent, the Bajran and Laviter Empires, are nearby.”
    

    
      I started with things they already knew. It was a joyful day of a new year, but the world did not permit us to smile without a care.
    

    
      “I am revealing this only now, but the pirates of the Kesmire Archipelago, or rather, the Kesmire Kingdom, have made an alliance with me.”
    

    
      “Ngh…”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Besides Derval and a few knights who either knew the gist of it or guessed the truth, everyone else groaned. They knew that this was something that could never be revealed to another empire or kingdom.
    

    
      “Not only that, but I also recently concluded a permanent peace treaty with the Temir folk.”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “M-My liege…”
    

    
      This time, only Derval was calm, while everyone else stared at me in shock. In the history of the continent, the Temir race had maintained hostile relations with everyone. It was probably a great shock that Nerman had established a peace treaty—and a permanent one, at that—with such an aggressive race.
    

    
      “My liege, they are both untrustworthy parties. How can we possibly trust pirates and savages?” said Andriave, who hadn’t been in Nerman for very long, with a grave expression.
    

    
      “Then tell me this, is there anyone our Nerman can trust right now?”
    

    
      “That is…”
    

    
      “As you all know, in our current situation, an enemy of today is a friend of tomorrow, and a friend of today can become an enemy of tomorrow. And right now, the only ones who are friends of Nerman are pirates and the Temir folk,” I uttered. It might sound heartless, but reality was reality. 
    

    
      “According to the information from Jamir, Executive of the Rubis Merchants, the Emperor of the Bajran Empire will likely not make it past this winter.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      “His Majesty will…”
    

    
      Most of the people here had either studied in the Bajran Empire or were knighted there. They were once again shocked by the news of the emperor’s impending death.
    

    
      “If that happens, Poltviran, the mad Crown Prince, will ascend the throne, and after that, something so gruesome I do not wish to think of it will come to pass.”
    

    
      Today, I had to say everything frankly.
    

    
      “The continent has been too quiet. Kingdoms have accumulated national power for decades, and in conjunction, the greed of the nobles has reached an extreme. What do you think would happen if, at such a moment, the emperor of the Bajran Empire was an insane tyrant?”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      No one responded. I didn’t have to spell it out. Everyone knew that a bloody wind would blow across the continent.
    

    
      “That’s not all. I have been told that an Inquisition, a judgement of heresy, has been announced on Nerman.”
    

    
      “H-How can that be…”
    

    
      “Oh, Gods above…”
    

    
      They might be knights, but the people of this continent were inextricably tied to the gods. At my mention of an Inquisition, they called for the gods.
    

    
      “Did you think that was all? When spring arrives, the Laviter Empire will dispatch two armies to subjugate Nerman.”
    

    
      “E-Even the Laviter Empire…”
    

    
      It was said that when people were too shocked, they became numb.
    

    
      ‘I’m sorry. If you’re guilty of anything, you’re guilty of meeting the wrong lord.’
    

    
      Unlike the surprised knights, my heart was calm. The cause of all this was that my neck was too stiff to bow to people I truly did not like.
    

    
      “It would be nice if that was all, but our relationship with the merchant groups, magic towers, and even the shadow merchants is not good.”
    

    
      “Goodness…”
    

    
      “Haha, it’s still a relief that the entirety of the continent is not our enemy, at least.”
    

    
      Among the knights, there was someone who had a very unique mentality, and that was Ryker, who hadn’t shown much surprise from the beginning. With the enemies I listed, it could be said that we were facing the entirety of the continent’s power, but Ryker still said it was a relief.
    

    
      “Do you intend to joke right now?”
    

    
      “Well, should I cry, then? What are we supposed to do when they’ve already become our enemies? At least, if we’re not gonna abandon the territory and flee to a different continent.”
    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    
      After spending every day stuck to Janice’s side, the air between the two of them was pretty damn suspicious these days. Janice snorted, as if they were having a love spat.
    

    
      ‘Sir Janice is a knight, but a woman is a woman.’
    

    
      I hadn’t felt any feminity from Janice at all, but I saw her in a new light.
    

    
      “Please be quiet. The lord is talking,” warned Derval with a low voice. There was no mana in it, but he was absolutely unintimidated by the knights.
    

    
      “When spring comes, I believe we will have to go to war. The Laviter bastards will most certainly cross the border, we won’t know what will happen in Bajran, and we don’t know what kind of nitpick the temples will have with us. However, the biggest issue is that we must survive.”
    

    
      Even if war broke out, we had to sow the seeds so that the people would not starve in the fall, and we were forced to worry about monster attacks even during war with men. There was no place more pitiful than Nerman in the world. 
    

    
      “Knights, what do you think should be done…”
    

    
      After exposing all the problems I had been bearing on my shoulders up until now, I asked my knights to offer countermeasures.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Today, the knights fell into silence quite often. They all assumed positions of unresponsive contemplation.
    

    
      Like Ryker said, unless we were going to flee, the answer was already clear.
    

    
      “I will do everything to fulfill my duty as a knight.”
    

    
      The first one to say something was the man responsible for Orakk Castle and someone who had properly studied the road of a knight, Sir Shailt. His response was based in knightly chivalry. 
    

    
      The most important vow of a knight was to be loyal to their lord and to protect the weak. It was a valiant response.
    

    
      “I have long since entrusted my dream to you, my liege.”
    

    
      The second to answer me was the former leader of the Herz Mercenaries, Sir Cedrian.
    

    
      This man had abandoned even his revenge to side with me. I nodded to him and received his feelings.
    

    
      “Haha, if you raise my wage, I’ll happily give my life to serve.” Ryker gave a joking but refreshing response.
    

    
      “I’ll consider a raise if you repay all the advance pay I’ve given you.”
    

    
      “Geh…”
    

    
      “The moment I came here, I cast aside my life. So what do I have to fear?”
    

    
      “I am the same, my liege.”
    

    
      Andriave and Thevedian also revealed their inner attitudes.
    

    
      “Nerman… is my home. If I am given the opportunity to die on this land, there is no greater happiness for me.”
    

    
      Janice’s answer was one that only someone who knew the meaning of home could give.
    

    
      “By your will, my liege. Everyone here is already yours.”
    

    
      Finally, Derval bowed his head with a smile.
    

    
      “Thank you, my knights. It’s because you are here that I can face the enemies without fear. I ask you to watch over me. Allow me to promise once again, that I will become a lord who will never betray your dreams and trust!”
    

    
      ‘Kyaa, this feeling must be why people play liege and retainer, no?’
    

    
      The legendary loyalty of knights to their lord… Only those who had received loyalty with a person’s life on the line could experience this joy.
    

    
      ‘Shit, come if you dare, you’re all dead.’
    

    
      As I confirmed the loyalty of my knights, my fighting spirit towards the enemies in our future blazed bright.
    

    
      “Also, I will announce a new military organization today.”
    

    
      I had done a lot of thinking in the last few days regarding a system of military organization that was unique to me, something a little different from the military organization centered on wyverns and Skyknights that was preeminent on the continent.
    

    
      “We will establish three flight formations. The 1st Flight will have Denfors at its center—  occupying the most key position— and will be led by Sir Cedrian.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      “The 2nd Flight will have Orakk Castle at its center, and will be led by Sir Shailt.”
    

    
      “Your wish is my command, my liege!”
    

    
      “The 3rd Flight will have Fort Ciaris at its center, and will be led by Sir Ryker.”
    

    
      “A wise choice, sir!”
    

    
      I chose Ryker, who always made me smile, while glancing at Janice. In fact, the appointment of the leader for the 3rd Flight was the hardest decision to make. Baroness Janice’s position could not be ignored. However, I had to place more value on skills than position.
    

    
      “At the same time, the leaders will also get command of infantry troops. A directive outlining the general appointment of soldiers will come in the coming days, but as you have already experienced in the battle with the Havis nobles, ordinary knights have more than enough ability to repel wyverns. In the future, we will further capitalize on that advantage to prepare for the enemies.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      Wyverns and Skyknights were not enough to stop all our enemies. I planned on making use of ballistas that could keep wyverns and ground units in check, while going all out to distribute Blessed Spears—  that could take down wyverns from the ground— to knights who could use mana. That’s why I shamelessly and doggedly collected all the spears we got from the Roen Principality’s forces.
    

    
      “Do your best moving forward, men. I hope you shall all keep in mind that you are my swords and shields!”
    

    
      “Glory to our liege!”
    

    
      I locked gazes with my knights. My eyes were full of heat, but my knights were quite something as well.
    

    
      ‘We’re gonna give this a go!’
    

    
      I had never experienced the prowess of the Laviter Empire’s armies. However, we were ready, and all that remained between us was a fight.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 124: Passing of the Emperor
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Your Majesty…”
    

    
      “So you’ve come…”
    

    
      “Please get up. May you rise and rebuke your humble servant like before.”
    

    
      In the room within the Bajran Empire’s Imperial Palace, where the ailing emperor was lying, one of the four dukes of the empire, Duke Garvit, came running to the bedside at the Emperor’s call.
    

    
      “It’s already been 50 years since we’ve met… when I was young, you were like an older brother to me…”
    

    
      “Your Majesty…”
    

    
      In comparison to the other dukes, Duke Garvit in particular had shared a great deal of memories with the Emperor. The previous emperor and Duke Garvit’s father were friends, and thanks to that, Garvit came to the palace often to play and treated the crown prince back then, Prince Havitron, like a younger brother. However, after they grew older and Havitron ascended the throne, their relationship turned into one of sovereign and subject, leading to the current day. The Emperor was now gazing warmly at the duke while reminiscing on the past.
    

    
      “My mind is especially clear today. I think it’s nearly time for me to enter God’s embrace.”
    

    
      “What kind of calamitous words are those, Your Majesty! God’s embrace?! Even your old servant is this healthy, so how can you say such a faint-hearted thing…”
    

    
      “Thank you for everything.” The Emperor merely responded with words of thanks. “It is thanks to you and my loyal retainers that my great empire could prosper. Among all my retainers, you, the one who trusted and followed me despite all my inadequacies, contributed the most.”
    

    
      “Your Majesty…”
    

    
      Upon hearing the Emperor’s warm, unusually frank words, the old duke’s eyes filled with tears.
    

    
      “I called you today because I have a request to ask of you.”
    

    
      Not a command, but a request from an emperor. He was ill and bed-ridden, but the Emperor held the authority to overturn the empire with a single command of his. Such a man was asking the Duke for a request.
    

    
      “Please, command me at will. I will carry out your order with my life on the line.”
    

    
      Duke Garvit was aware. He was aware that the next words could be the Emperor’s last will.
    

    
      “Take care of the empire for me.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Garvit’s eyes grew wide with shock.
    

    
      “Even if I die, don’t take even one step outside of your territory. You have the advantage of age, so you can seclude yourself using senility as an excuse. Then, accumulate power.”
    

    
      The Emperor expressed his will with such clear-headedness that it was hard to believe that the priests had said he would be passing either today or tomorrow. His eyes were filled with the sagaciousness of a wise man.
    

    
      “And then… When the time comes, wield your sword, just once, for the sake of the empire. That is my last request.”
    

    
      The Emperor’s request implied a great deal of unspoken meaning. If these words were to leak outside by any chance, it was possible that they would be treated as a conspiracy.
    

    
      “Also, take this.”
    

    
      “This is…”
    

    
      “It is a directive stamped with the Imperial Seal.”
    

    
      “Why are you giving me this?”
    

    
      “The only person I can trust now in the Imperial House is you.”
    

    
      “Your Majesty! How can you say such a thing?! No matter who it is, if they refuse your Imperial Mandate, this one will go and personally slit their throats!”
    

    
      “Thank you… But now is not the time. You also know… that power is like endlessly flowing water.”
    

    
      “Argh…”
    

    
      How could he not understand what the Emperor was saying? In the Bajran Empire, the second greatest in authority and honor next to the emperor were the four dukes, after all.
    

    
      “After you leave this room, immediately execute this directive. Without fail, no matter who tries to stop you.”
    

    
      As if his strength was lacking to pass over a single directive, Emperor Havitron’s hand trembled like a leaf. Duke Garvit suppressed his tears as he received it with both hands.
    

    
      “!! T-This is…”
    

    
      “If the children are alive, the request I have made is valid, but if they die… then preserve your house.”
    

    
      “Your Majesty…”
    

    
      The Emperor was truly forcing him to speechlessness today. Holding the directive in his hands, Garvit looked at the Emperor.
    

    
      “Cough, cough…”
    

    
      Just then, as if he was done with everything he wanted to say, the Emperor’s face turned red as coughs racked his body.
    

    
      “Your Majesty!”
    

    
      “...I’m fine… I’m fine… now, get on out. And immediately… immediately execute my command… and then go back. It could be dangerous for you, too… Cough, cough.”
    

    
      After forcing out some words, the Emperor coughed as red blood flowed from his lips. His eyes, which had been so clear just moments ago, were rapidly losing light.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, this one, this one will see you on the other side…”
    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      Falling roughly to one knee, Garvit gave the highest show of respect one could offer as a knight. Hot tears dripped from the old man’s eyes.
    

    
      ‘Without fail, I must protect this empire, as His Majesty wills! Without fail…”
    

    
      After one last look at the Emperor, Duke Garvit opened the bedroom door.
    

    
      “What are you lot doing! His Majesty the Emperor has collapsed. Call the priests at once! At once!!!!!”
    

    
      Duke Garvit screamed with enough mana to send his voice ringing over the entire palace. At that moment, the suppressed stillness of the Imperial Palace transformed into utter frenzy.
    

    
      The eyes in the darkness just waiting for the Emperor to breathe his last knew.
    

    
      They knew that the collapsed Emperor would never rise again…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘All that’s left is to put in this formula…’
    

    
      After one hour of concentration, a big drop of sweat fell from my forehead onto the back of my hand. However, I couldn’t stop here. Holding the mithril welder, I continued to complete the magic array on the steel arrowhead.
    

    
      
        Zing!
      
    

    
      The moment the magic array was completed, the mana in the air resonated lightly.
    

    
      “Phew…” I breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s done!”
    

    
      The large, 2 meter-long bolt was a new weapon made to keep enemy wyverns and ground troops in check, one that would be installed on a ballista.
    

    
      “I think I’m too smart, seriously.”
    

    
      Even I was impressed with myself.
    

    
      These past few days, I set my brain to drawing out plans to create our greatest means of defense due to us lacking wyverns, Skyknights, and war supplies. After all that brainstorming, I made a new weapon.
    

    
      “Huhu. I don’t know who’ll have the luck of experiencing this baby, but it’ll be reaaaal spicy.”
    

    
      Stroking the metal bolt in my hands, my mood brightened. Once the arrowhead was coated in mithril, we would no longer have to worry about wyverns, even from the ground.
    

    
      “A weapon that allows any mana user to face a wyvern. Kyaa, niiiice!”
    

    
      Our current situation was one where we had to face our enemies with poor defenses. We were all scrambling to install proper weapons for defense. The weapon in my hand was the work I devoted the most heart and soul into.
    

    
      “This baby can bring out similar efficacy while costing 1/100 of the cost of a Blessed Spear. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      Because of mana conductivity, Blessed Spears had to be entirely coated with mithril. However, the bolt in my hand was only fitted with a magic array that increased speed. The result was the birth of a monstrous bolt with an effective range of over 3 km.
    

    
      “Maybe it’s time for a bit of rest.”
    

    
      I was sure that the enemies had mostly figured out the tactics we used to face the Havis nobles’ troops. Therefore, we needed new trump cards, ones that could catch them by total surprise and send them to Hell in a single shot.
    

    
      
        Whooosh.
      
    

    
      I opened the window and was greeted by the refreshing breeze and view of the outside. Before I knew it, the morning sun was rising. I wasn’t inconvenienced in the least from missing one or two nights of sleep, so my body wasn’t that fatigued. I quietly watched the crimson daybreak, refreshed by the sight, and with a big stretch, I loosened all the muscles on my body.
    

    
      “The bridge and fort are both complete, so all that’s left is to wait.”
    

    
      It was winter, so we could not go all out and build a castle or fortify our defenses. All we could do right now was to foster new Skyknights and train the knights and soldiers. As soon as the new year’s meeting adjourned, the knights bravely threw themselves and their soldiers into training. I had warned them that it was possible that we would have to fight with the whole continent, so the knights could not help but be tense.
    

    
      “But it’s been quiet the last few days. Something feels off…”
    

    
      I’d never had such calm days of peace before. But there were no reports of invading monsters, and the entirety of the territory seemed peaceful.
    

    
      “Makes me nervous.”
    

    
      It was good that it was peaceful, but because I knew that peace wasn’t in my cards, I endeavored to figure out what was causing the unease running along my spine.
    

    
      “Dammit, being too comfortable is a problem too.”
    

    
      Scratching my head, I shook off my uneasiness. Everything was going as planned, so there shouldn’t be any problems. Besides this useless sensation of unease, that is.
    

    
      “Shit… it’s on days like this that disaster strikes.”
    

    
      I turned and headed to my bed in order to catch a little shut-eye. The foreboding that something bad was going to happen today made me frown harshly.
    

    
      But what could I do?
    

    
      If a hit was coming, then it was better to get hit and get it over with, so if something was going to happen, it wasn’t a bad thing for it to just suddenly happen.
    

    
      After all, there couldn’t be much worse coming for me in my life.
    

    
      TN: Don’t you know that’s a flag?
      

    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty!!!!!”
    

    
      “His Imperial Majesty has passed away!”
    

    
      “Y-YOUR MAJESTY!!!!!”
    

    
      After the Emperor collapsed yesterday, the Bajran Imperial Palace had been as quiet as a mouse. That silence was broken with the wailing cry of “Your Majesty,” before the declaration of the Emperor’s passing echoed through the palace walls.
    

    
      
        Thu-thu-thud.
      
    

    
      “Your Imperial Majesty!”
    

    
      “Sob, sob sob.”
    

    
      Emperor Havitron was considered by most accounts to have been a benevolent emperor, so at the news of his passing, the Imperial Knights and soldiers guarding the palace fell to their knees, calling his name, and the maids collapsed on the spot, weeping bitterly.
    

    
      “Quickly bring His Highness the Crown Prince, no, His Majesty the Emperor!”
    

    
      The moment the Emperor died, the Crown Prince automatically became emperor. Leaving the Emperor’s bedroom in a hurry, a priest urgently called for the Crown Prince.
    

    
      “E-Esteemed Father!!!!”
    

    
      But he needn’t have. As if he’d been waiting for this moment, Crown Prince Poltviran rushed into the Emperor’s bedroom, running with his face a mess of tears towards the Emperor laying with his eyes closed.
    

    
      “You mustn’t, Your Majesty!”
    

    
      The priests hurriedly tried to stop the Crown Prince.
    

    
      “Esteemed Father! How can you leave me and go like this! How can you leave the fate of Bajran in my hands when I still have much to learn!”
    

    
      Crown Prince Poltviran sank to his feet, wailing loudly. To anyone’s eye, it was the sight of a filial son mourning his father’s death.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. What a shame that you finally croaked. Any later, and I would have become an undutiful son who killed his own father.’
    

    
      In contrast with his flowing tears, on the inside, the Crown Prince could hardly contain his infinite joy.
    

    
      A short while after the Crown Prince’s entrance, Queen Elmiane ran in like crazy. And then, like the Crown Prince, she ran to the Emperor’s corpse.
    

    
      “Your Majesty! Ohhh! O’ Majesty, my shining sun! Where are you! How can you leave this inadequate one and go first into God’s embrace?!!”
    

    
      “Quickly go serve Her Majesty the Queen!” barked Duke Ormere to the queen’s maids, having come in at the same time. “Your Majesty, your humble servant, Ormere, is here. Please, quickly rise… Argh.”
    

    
      Duke Ormere knelt in front of the Emperor’s corpse. Even as he mourned, his eyes were roving around quickly.
    

    
      ‘There was no last will from the Emperor. After the departure of Garvit yesterday, no one entered this room.’
    

    
      Even if Garvit received the Emperor’s will, it would be useless. In order to execute an emperor’s last will, at least two dukes and five nobles of count rank or higher, as well as three priests from different temples, had to witness it. However, nothing like that happened.
    

    
      “How can the master of the empire stay kneeling. I beseech you, quickly rise.”
    

    
      Turning to Poltviran, who was kneeling next to him, Ormere pretended to be surprised. As soon as their eyes met, they shared joyful gazes.
    

    
      “What are you doing, not respectfully serving the Emperor of the Great Bajran Empire?!” roared Duke Ormere at the Imperial Knights and nobles quickly gathering outside.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, please rise.”
    

    
      The Imperial House Chamberlain, charged with assisting the emperor, hastily ran forward to help Poltviran to his feet.
    

    
      “Let go! How can I rise to the position of emperor when my Esteemed Father is still alive!”
    

    
      Poltviran was obviously acting out an exaggerated drama. However, the priests watched with regretful gazes. In order to become emperor, it was customary to receive the blessings of cardinals, so Poltviran was acting rather distastefully.
    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty…!”
    

    
      Just then, a certain woman approached the bedside with a sharp cry. It was the empress of the Bajran Empire, Nermis, who had gone to the temple every day to pray for the Emperor’s recovery. Staring blankly ahead, she slowly approached the Emperor as he lay with his eyes closed.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      No one stopped the Empress’ approach. Everyone watched the Empress, the only one here who was truly sad over the Emperor’s death, with bated breath.
    

    
      Reaching out, the Empress stroked the Emperor’s face.
    

    
      “You’ve worked hard… Rest easy now…” Nermis whispered into her dead husband’s ear. As she spoke, she pressed her own face against his cooling one.
    

    
      And then, clear teardrops ran down the Empress’ face, falling one by one onto the Emperor’s closed eyelids. It was a solemn and noble sight.
    

    
      Poltviran’s lips twitched as he watched. Then, he yelled at the attendants in the room. “What are you all doing! Quickly guide the Empress to her room!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      That was a command from Emperor Poltviran, no longer a crown prince under the empress, but an emperor who stood over all others in the empire.
    

    
      Before the maids could run forward, the Imperial Knights moved.
    

    
      “Sir Ormere, you shall announce the imperial funeral and gather every noble in the capital at once. Relay that from this moment forth, any movement of soldiers will not be allowed without my express permission.”
    

    
      “I humbly accept your mandate!”
    

    
      The two people were busy carrying out a two-man show. Duke Ormere bent deeply at the waist at Poltviran’s command.
    

    
      In that manner, one emperor disappeared into the annals of history, and the continent witnessed the birth of a new emperor. It was the arrival of Emperor Poltviran von Bajran, a man inundated with the violent temperament of a tyrant.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “W-What did you say?! Princess Igis and Prince Razcion received an imperial mandate yesterday afternoon and left the Imperial Palace?!”
    

    
      “Y-Yes. Because the Emperor ordered utmost secrecy, we only discovered it now.”
    

    
      
        BAM!
      
    

    
      “That fucking old fart! So that’s why he retreated to his territory yesterday!”
    

    
      Duke Ormere slammed his fists onto the table, glowering with rage. Despite the chaos following the Emperor’s death, the very first people he sought to clean up were Princess Igis and Prince Razcion, the ones who would be the greatest future threats. However, to his shock, he was told that the two had received a mandate and had left the Imperial Palace yesterday. That would have been impossible without Duke Garvit’s meddling. Most of the military and the nobles were already in his clutches, but with the weight of an imperial mandate and a duke’s command, it was possible to hide the princess and prince’s disappearance for a day.
    

    
      “Where did they go? How many people are guarding them?”
    

    
      Feeling urgency in his chest, Ormere pressed the reporting noble for more information.
    

    
      “We do not know their exact destination, but they are said to have left with Count Irene and the ten Imperial Guard Skyknights under her command.”
    

    
      “I-Irene?! How can it be that inflexible bitch…”
    

    
      If urgent news was sent out from the capital and traces of the group were found, it was possible to find them in a day. But if they flew at max speed for two days straight, it would be difficult to chase them from the capital.
    

    
      ‘Where the hell could they have possibly gone… It’s too dangerous to cross the Litore Mountains, and it should be politically impossible to go to a different kingdom…’
    

    
      All the kingdoms neighboring the Bajran Empire were treading carefully around the giant in their midst. There was no way such kingdoms would accept burdensome political exiles.
    

    
      “!! S-Surely not!”
    

    
      But just then, Duke Ormere recalled the face of a certain man.
    

    
      “Kyre! They’ve gone to him!!” Ormere felt his head throb at the mere thought of Kyre’s name. “Send a command at once to all the territories in the direction of Nerman! By the command of the new Emperor, the Princess’ group and Imperial Guard Skyknights on Black Wyverns heading to Nerman should be stopped. And if they resist, it is fine to eliminate them for the grave crime of defying an imperial mandate!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      His commands came down immediately. That was just how grave the current situation was. If, by any chance, the Princess and Prince were to hide themselves in Nerman, Poltviran’s position could be weakened away from prying eyes.
    

    
      ‘By all means, they must be caught! By all means!’
    

    
      Ormere clenched his hands into fists, feeling a blaze of determination. In his mind, he saw the face of Kyre smirking at him.
    

    
      ‘And soon, you will also… be buried.’
    

    
      Fueled by Ormere’s resolve to become the invisible shadow emperor of the Bajran Empire the moment his nephew Poltviran became the emperor, in that moment, yet another storm began to brew and bluster towards Nerman.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 125: Your Bro is Coming!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Whoooooooosh.
      
    

    
      
        Whooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      The new year had dawned, but the fierceness of winter was at its peak. In that wintry, frosty sky, flew twelve wyverns. Black Wyverns, the symbol of the Bajran Imperial Family, were flying eastward at breakneck speed, as if fleeing urgently from pursuit.
    

    
      Just then, the smallest of the Black Wyverns fell behind, faltering in strength, and the other wyverns instantly decreased their speed to match its pace. At some point, upon reaching a lake, the wyvern flying at the front began to descend.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      Following the lead of the wyvern at the front, the other wyverns also began to land in orderly fashion.
    

    
      
        Click.
      
    

    
      A certain female Skyknight unclasped her safety ring and jumped down from the first wyvern to land. As she did so, the other Skyknights hastened to land as well, leaving just five mounted in preparation for potential attack.
    

    
      As the woman removed her helmet, long locks glowing with golden light flowed out and were lifted by the wind.
    

    
      “Razcion!”
    

    
      “S-Sister…!” said the boy who was descending from the small wyvern, startled by his sister’s sharp cry.
    

    
      “Leave Datero behind.”
    

    
      “No! Datero is the wyvern Imperial Father personally picked out for me!”
    

    
      The young boy, Razcion, normally minded his older sister’s words well and was born as a prince of the Great Bajran Empire in the seat of utmost privilege. But on this wintry day, he was making what could only be called an escape.
    

    
      “You’re not a kid anymore. You’re now a superior who must take responsibility for all the Skyknights here. So how do you intend on taking responsibility if they are hurt because of your stubbornness?!”
    

    
      Her brother was still young, but Princess Igis laid out the cold reality without mincing her words. 
    

    
      Two days ago, they received a sudden imperial mandate and were able to flee the palace with the help of Duke Garvit.
    

    
      ‘Imperial Father, what are we to do now…’
    

    
      She knew. She knew that even as they, an imperial princess and prince, were leaving the empire as if running for their lives, their beloved father might have already crossed the river of death, where they would never be able to see him again.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Elder Sister. But I can’t abandon Datero. If he is a burden… then leave me behind.”
    

    
      He was young, but he was still a young lion with the blood of the emperor running through his veins. With firm resolve, Razcion resisted his sister’s command.
    

    
      “I was planning on taking a short break in any case. Princess, Prince, I beseech you to calm down.”
    

    
      Countess Irene had removed her helmet and neatly tied up her fairy-like silver hair. She intervened in the quarrel with the courteousness of a knight.
    

    
      ‘Something feels off. We have to get away from here as quickly as possible.’
    

    
      On the day they departed, and the day after that, every territory Skyknight who saw their Black Wyverns showed their respect. However, when they crossed paths with several territory wyverns on patrol today, the wyverns approached them immediately and fell into attack positions without any pleasantries. That attitude was mirrored in not just one or two territories, but all of them. Every Skyknight they met in the several territories they passed was hostile.
    

    
      ‘Two days from now… will be problematic.’
    

    
      Irene didn’t know the whole story, but she could figure out the gist of it. She was given an imperial mandate to escort the princess and prince to Nerman with utmost haste. For members of the imperial family to be moved to Nerman, the most remote territory in the empire and a place where the emperor’s power was practically nonexistent, it could only mean that they would soon be political exiles.
    

    
      ‘All I can do is my best. As a knight, there’s nothing more honorable than dying while carrying out an order from one’s lord.’
    

    
      Emperor Havitron had appointed her, someone from an insignificant family, to the lofty position of countess. She didn’t think it was such a bad thing to die for the sake of such an emperor. However, even if she had to offer her life to do so, she needed to complete her mission of bringing the prince and princess to asylum.
    

    
      The Bajran lords and Skyknights who would soon become their enemies were problematic on their own, but Prince Razcion’s wyvern was an even bigger problem. With a size and musculature that exceeded regular wyverns, Black Wyverns had exceptional sustain and speed. But the Prince’s wyvern was not yet fully grown and only had the mobility and speed of a regular wyvern at most. Leaving it behind like Princess Igis wanted was the wisest choice, but Irene could also sympathize with Razcion’s desire to treasure the last thread of connection with his father, the emperor.
    

    
      Up until just a few days ago, the Prince was waited on by dozens of maids and guarded by sturdy Imperial Knights. In the span of one morning, he was nearly reduced into being an orphan.
    

    
      “Countess! Please ascend at once. Dozens of wyverns are approaching in attack formation from the south!”
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      One of the Skyknights standing guard shouted a warning as he went aloft ahead of Irene. She had flown out of the capital with former commoners selected by virtue of their talent, rather than their birth.
    

    
      “Your Highness, please feed Datero holy water. With that, he’ll be able to recover from his fatigue, if only for a while.” 
    

    
      “Thank you, Knight Irene.”
    

    
      Despite the danger, Razcion expressed his thanks to Irene’s kindness before quickly taking a bottle from the bag on his wyvern and feeding the holy water to his wyvern.
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      Igis sighed, thinking about the words her father had spoken not long ago as if giving his last will. She had prepared herself, but as everything unfolded, she felt at a loss. She was no longer a princess under the protection of a powerful empire, but someone being chased from her home. It was, naturally, a sad plight.
    

    
      ‘Kyre…’
    

    
      However, if there was any consolation, it was that she had somewhere to go. Igis recalled Count Kyre’s reliable appearance as he told her to come find him if she was ever in danger. Thinking of Count Kyre, Igis drew strength anew. 
    

    
      She could not stop here. Because she had a duty, an obligation, to protect the poor citizens of the Bajran Empire, who would soon be subject to the tyranny of a violent emperor.
    

    
      No matter what anyone said, she and Razcion were genuine successors to the throne of the Great Bajran Empire, they were the daughter and son of the emperor.
      

    

    
      “The reigning emperor has died?”
    

    
      “I believe so, yes. It’s a message that was sent specially from the capital by the Rubis Merchants, so we can only believe that to be the case.”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      It seemed Rubis had paid particular care to inform Jamir, an executive in their ranks. A Lumikar had flown from the Bajran capital to Nerman, delivering urgent news. When he arrived in Nerman several days ago, Jamir had used several lumikar to inform them of his location.
    

    
      ‘Something big has happened.’
    

    
      It was in Nerman’s best interests for the friendly Emperor to be alive. I was already at odds with Poltviran, the next in line. If someone like him became the emperor, I could roughly guess how he would act towards Nerman.
    

    
      “Did you hear anything else?”
    

    
      “There’s something going on in the capital. The message also reported that Skyknights under the imperial family suddenly began flying east in large scale, and several nobles were captured.”
    

    
      He was truly an impatient bastard. From what I knew, even before the emperor’s death, the Crown Prince had a backing that couldn’t be threatened by anyone. But the bastard didn’t even wait for the Emperor’s funeral to end before he began his purge.
    

    
      ‘So Skyknights have flown towards the east, huh.’
    

    
      That seemed to be the most important aspect from the delivered info. It probably had something to do with the uneasiness I felt in the morning.
    

    
      “My liege! A lumikar has come from the capital!”
    

    
      A knight’s voice rang out from outside my office, interrupting my thoughts.
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      
        Creak.
      
    

    
      “Sir!” Upon entering the room, the knight gave a crisp salute before handing me a golden note. 
    

    
      “Lord of Nerman, Count Kyre de Nerman, is strictly ordered to refuse asylum to potential rebellious individuals. In the case this order is defied, he shall be guilty with the crime of defying an imperial mandate and rebellion. Emperor of the Great Bajran Empire, Poltviran von Bajran…”
    

    
      As I read the note, Derval’s expression hardened as he groaned.
    

    
      ‘Seeing as it’s even stamped with the imperial seal, I guess Poltviran is already in the seat of command.’
    

    
      Normally, after the passing of an emperor, it was customary for the empress to assume command of state administration until the formal coronation ceremony was held. But the Crown Prince’s mother wasn’t the Empress, but a queen. It seemed Poltviran had worked with Duke Ormere to rule out the Empress and assume command ahead of time.
    

    
      “My liege, potential rebellious individuals refers to…”
    

    
      “I think we’ll be having some precious guests soon.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Tarry not. Rooms must be prepared for the guests, and since Nerman will be treated as criminals for defying an imperial mandate and rebellion, we must also prepare our defenses, should we not?”
    

    
      “I humbly obey!”
    

    
      This was already written in the plans for the new year, anyway. Derval must have figured out the identity of the ‘precious guests,’ because he received my command without a word of protest.
    

    
      ‘It’s only polite to go out and greet the guests, right?’
    

    
      I had already given my promises to the young Prince and Igis. Come at any time—that was what I had said. It was time for me to honor my promise.
    

    
      It was also time for me to repay the kindness I received from the emperor. When I received my count peerage, the sickly Emperor had whispered ‘I’ll leave it to you’ in my ear, and his request was something I had to fulfill at all costs.
    

    
      Because he was the very first emperor I gave my vow of loyalty to...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Ping! Piiing!
      
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      
        Claaaang!
      
    

    
      Black Wyverns representing the imperial family, existences that no one could dare to recklessly oppose in the Bajran Empire, were being attacked. Sitting astride wyverns that had flags of various territories fluttering from their bellies, showing that the wyverns were all from different territories, Skyknights mercilessly rained spears on the flight Black Wyverns desperately flying eastward.
    

    
      A staggering 60 wyverns were on the offensive. As if savoring the siege, they jumped out in front of the Black Wyverns flying with all their strength and hurled spears at their leisure.
    

    
      ‘Ah…!’
    

    
      Princess Igis barely managed to keep her life by deploying the shield spell that was her last resort. It was her first time doing so. She could ride a wyvern, but she had never taken part in battle before. The afterimage of the Blessed Spear that grazed past her was burned into her retina. In the realm of life and death, Igis actually felt herself growing calmer.
    

    
      ‘Even if I die, Razcion must live.’
    

    
      Igis’ thoughts were dominated by her conviction that Razcion, the son of the father and mother she held so dear, second in line to the throne, had to survive and reach Nerman. 
    

    
      
        Babam!
      
    

    
      
        Gwaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      A spear buried itself into the torso of the wyvern protecting her on the right, and the wyvern’s scream of pain seemed to shatter the skies.
    

    
      However, they could not stop their procession. If they stopped here, everyone would die. Their assailants gave them no opportunity to surrender. Their Black Wyverns were, without a doubt, carrying the golden flag of royalty, but the attacks rained down spears on them regardless. 
    

    
      It seemed that they were given an order, a dirty one, to shoot down all wyverns flying towards Nerman.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘They’ve sure got guts.’
    

    
      In order to receive the guests, I departed Denfors and was now flying over the Rual Mountains. It was a noble custom to not go into other territories without an imperial mandate, but I was still crossing the territory borders, anyway. Rather, I went as far as to throw the imperial mandate warning me to not commit rebellion to the wind and crossed the Rual Mountains with my head held up high.
    

    
      
        Kiooooooooo!
      
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      What’s more, accompanying me were the beastmen, the five Power Rangers protecting Nerman under their wings.
    

    
      ‘I don’t know who’s bringing them, but they’ll choose the fastest route.’
    

    
      Someone who didn’t realize the severity of the situation might fly leisurely eastward while enjoying the hospitality of noble households on the way, but anyone who valued their lives would make a straight shot from the capital to Nerman’s central city, Denfors. I trusted my gut and flew accordingly. It wasn’t possible for us to comb the entirety of the massive Rual Mountains, so this was the most rational decision I could make.
    

    
      ‘If it’s bad enough that word was sent to Nerman, it’s a given that the other territories were informed as well. I’m sure that cowardly little punk gave the order to kill them.’
    

    
      Poltiviran, who was mean, wicked, and had a shitty personality to boot, would never allow the young prince and Igis, potential threats to his rule, to live.
    

    
      
        Whooooooosh!
      
    

    
      ‘The dice is cast!’
    

    
      With that thought, I crossed the final peak of the Rual Mountains that separated Nerman from the empire. It was formally empire territory from here on out. 
    

    
      It was all or nothing. In any case, the moment that bastard Poltiviran became the emperor, I was bound to duke it out with him. He was just that despicable.
    

    
      ‘Kiddo, hold on tight. Your bro is coming!’
    

    
      The little prince, someone who had even been smacked on the buttocks by me, had lost his father and home, becoming something akin to an orphan. I felt sorry for him.
    

    
      “Bebeto, pick it up a notch! Who told you to overdo it like that yesterday?! You’re asking for it!”
    

    
      
        Babam.
      
    

    
      Bebeto was flying incredibly fast, but I still smacked him. From what I heard, he had apparently spent the whole night—right up until dawn—indulging in the pleasures of the flesh with female wyverns in the hangars, while his master stayed up all night doing manual labor. What a rude brute.
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Without getting mad at my kicking, Bebeto roared energetically and flapped his wings. His mind was probably occupied by thoughts of the lovely date he would have tonight.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 126: Misdirected Rage
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Everyone, hold on a little longer!’ thought Irene, guarding the Princess and Prince from the very back. Three of their number had been unfortunate enough to get hit by spears and had perished. Now, there were only seven Skyknights of the Imperial Guard left. Even if they all died, it was imperative that the Princess and Prince were brought safely to Nerman.
    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      Thankfully, the Skyknights attacking them weren’t from the same territory, so they had poor coordination, and Irene’s flight was able to charge through using the special speed of their wyverns. They had already flown through several such encounters and could now see the protruding Rual Mountain peaks far in the distance. 
    

    
      However, it seemed the final crisis was upon them. Instead of just flanking them, groups of wyverns were spread out in front, 100 wyverns in total forming groups of ten.
    

    
      ‘T-The Eastern Defense Corps!’
    

    
      Elite Skyknights from the empire’s Eastern Defense Corps covert were arrayed before them, bearing the flag of the Corps. There was no way to bypass them. There were just as many Skyknights gathered from various territories eager to show their loyalty coming up behind them.
    

    
      ‘Is this the end…’
    

    
      If she was alone, she would do everything possible to attempt to flee, but as a guardian knight charged with protecting the non-combatant Princess and Prince, she could not do so. Moreover, the Prince’s wyvern was obviously flagging, looking completely exhausted.
    

    
      It was too difficult. Countess Irene might be a genius in flight technique and a veteran Skyknight with a brilliant record, but even she could not overcome the aerial law of triple one’s numbers with a formation fight.
    

    
      ‘We were so close…’
    

    
      Even as she thought that, they drew ever closer to the Eastern Defense Corps wyverns.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      Pulling the reins of her wyvern, she rushed to the front with a burst of speed.
    

    
      
        Swoooooosh.
      
    

    
      Picking up on her intent, Rothello flew to the front with her. As they flew, he looked over and nodded.
    

    
      ‘Thank you, Sir Rothello.’
    

    
      Viscount Rothello was an old comrade who had served doggedly as a flightmate under the command of Irene, despite the fact that serving a woman might be an insult to his pride as a man. Irene gave a nod of her own, sending what might be the last signal she ever gave.
    

    
      The Blessed Spear lay heavy in her hand as she raised it.
    

    
      
        Kiooooooooo!
      
    

    
      At that moment, a clear eagle suddenly appeared in front of Countess Irene. It was a spirit of wind, Shuriel.
    

    
      The Skyknight cadet who had shared the same room as Kyre, Russell, was recently formally assigned to Kirphone Covert. She had become a Skyknight faster than others, on account of her outstanding summoning abilities.
    

    
      [TN: Irene knows about Russell being a girl.]
    

    
      
        Swooooosh.
      
    

    
      They weren’t the only ones to come forth. Besides the Princess and the Prince, all of the Skyknights pushed their wyverns forward, as if going into war. They were Skyknights of the Bajran Imperial Guard, warriors who would never quail in the face of death. The black cloaks they wore over their airplates and their crimson Skyknight scarves flapped wildly in the wind.
    

    
      ‘Thank you!’
    

    
      Such intense comradery could only be felt in dangerous moments like this. Irene felt her eyes growing moist as she poured mana into her spear. Only 3 kilometers were left between them and the Eastern Corps Skyknights who had become their enemies. After just a few breaths, spears would be fired on each side.
    

    
      ‘Kyre… It seems I won’t be able to see you before I go.’
    

    
      In the greatest crisis of her life, her last thought was of a certain man. For the revival of her house, she had given up on life as a woman. Kyre was the only person who made her keenly feel like a woman. Whenever he occasionally popped up in her thoughts, she struggled to stamp down the desire to see him. There was a fairly large age gap between Kyre and herself, and it seemed that his ambitions were not something the empire could tolerate and that one day they would clash, making him her enemy, so she tried her best to maintain the attitude of a Bajran knight.
    

    
      However, that was all useless now. As she raised her spear, Irene smiled under her helmet, thinking of Kyre, that young man who was so playful but carried a serious and reliable side deep within.
    

    
      ‘Goodbye…’
    

    
      Unable to admit up to the very end that she wanted to see him, Irene silently sent him a final farewell.
    

    
      
        Kiooooooooo!
      
    

    
      
        Kyaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      Before she knew it, Shuriel had shot forward, injuring the wings of Eastern Corps wyverns at the front and giving them a moment of opportunity.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      Letting out an energetic cry, Irene hurled the spear in her hand.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip.
      
    

    
      The spear traced a clear line through space, and she saw the imperial Skyknights who were now their enemies raising the spears in their hands as well. In the next moment, not just one or two, but a full score of spears trembling with mana filled the sky with their sparkling light.
      

      

    

    
      ‘Esteemed Father… I’m sorry.’
    

    
      They did their best, but this was an unavoidable result. It was already a miracle that they had been able to flee like this for a few days. And now, the curtain was closing.
    

    
      ‘Thank you for everything, Imperial Knights… I’ll never forget you.’
    

    
      As she watched the valiant appearance of the Imperial Skyknights flying ahead and hurling spears, tears ran down Igis’ cheeks. She was an amateur at battle, but she was well aware that the odds were stacked overwhelmingly against them.
    

    
      ‘You brat, you’ve really grown.’
    

    
      Igis thought he would be a kid forever, but her little brother Razcion had grown up in a flash, enduring the harsh flight in the past few days without complaint. Even now, he was facing the front, flying straight ahead next to his older sister. His posture was proud, as if he did not fear the Blessed Spears that would soon fall upon them like hail.
    

    
      ‘Esteemed Father, I’ll see you soon.’
    

    
      She had no lingering attachments. That things had turned out like this was all the will of the heavens. Igis accepted death with composure befitting a princess of the empire.
    

    
      ‘Kyre…’
    

    
      The only regret she had was that she would never again see the bright smile of the person in her thoughts...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Argh! Those little bastards!’
    

    
      I did my best to look for my guests. After passing the Rual Mountains, the beastmen and I spread out, looking for the Princess and the little Prince, but ended up finding them too late.
    

    
      ‘If only it wasn’t for those damned shitbags!’
    

    
      After we passed the border, an unknown wyvern flight appeared out of nowhere. It was a flight of 7, made up of Skyknights from some rural territory. Just like how a sparrow can’t fly past seed on the ground and a salaryman can’t pass up a chance to relax with some ladies at a hostess club, a spontaneous round of wyvern hunting ensued.
    

    
      I couldn’t just leave the bastards who fearlessly charged straight for us, so I took some time out of my schedule to play with them for a round. The result was decided in the blink of an eye, but it took a bit of time to round up the wyverns and all the free presents on their bodies. And then, just as we went back aloft to continue the original mission, burping from that unexpected feast, we spotted wyverns at the very outbreak of an aerial battle far into the distance.
    

    
      Even from afar, I could see Black Wyverns, their hides gleaming with a black luster. Spears were being fired from that side, and they must have been in range, because I could also see spears sparkling as they were filled up with mana on the other side as well. But the problem was, the battle was simply too far, even for me. Even Homer Simpson could figure out that unless you could travel at the speed of light, the guests were going to be massacred. I was filled with a surge of regret, but there was nothing I could do.
    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      Until… an idea flashed in my head.
    

    
      “Summon Djinn!”
    

    
      I summoned the high spirit of wind, Djinn. Because I had a contract with the archspirit Sylphiria, I could summon a high spirit even without a direct contract.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      At my call, the dimensional door opened, and the wind giant appeared before me. The high spirit, five times bigger than a human, floated in front of Bebeto and me as we flew, fixing me with eyes made of flickering wind.
    

    
      “I have a request! Please go and block all the Blessed Spears getting fired over there! Until I get there!” I screamed at the top of my throat. Unlike intermediate spirits, from the high level onwards, spirits could think independently and communicate.
    

    
      
        Nod.
      
    

    
      As soon as I finished speaking, Djinn nodded its transparent head.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      It disappeared in an instant like a ray of light.
    

    
      “Ahh!”
    

    
      As it shot away, my mana, which was like an uncontrollably powerful Hulk(?) was sucked out of my mana core.
    

    
      ‘H-Holy shit!’
    

    
      I thought I could tell why High Summoners were so rare on the continent. The mana it took to summon a high spirit was on an entirely different level from an intermediate spirit. Plus, my mana was decreasing exponentially in inverse proportion to the distance Djinn traveled.
    

    
      “F-Fly! Bebeto! Faster!” I urged Bebeto, who was already straining as he did his best. Bebeto might be able to leave this world now with no lingering regrets, but I was still a pure bachelor. I had zero desire to become a virgin ghost, wandering the netherworld in search of a maiden ghost.
    

    
      
        CRAAAAAAASH.
      
    

    
      At that moment, a heaven-shaking explosion came from the battlefield far in the distance.
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      The high spirit, Djinn, was running around so much that my mana core couldn’t handle it. A sharp cry burst from my lips, along with a surge of sweet breath that smelled like acetone.
    

    
      ‘Shit… these sons of bitches! You’re all dead!’
    

    
      Hot rage directed at whoever those scumbags were writhed in my chest. I flipped my lid, enraged at those nobodies who were putting me through hell.
    

    
      They were really in for it now. The other me, the version of me that was so nasty-tempered that even I couldn’t handle it, came raging out into the world, spitting razorblades and looking for blood.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 127: One Fruitful Day
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaaaaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      The Blessed Spears thrown by the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard struck and downed three of the Eastern Corps’ wyverns. In the very next instant, the 50 Skyknights in attack formation counterattacked in unison with their own volley of spears. The distance was now around 1.5 km. At such a distance, with missile guidance, 80 out of 100 spears would hit their target. Both the attacking Skyknights and the Imperial Skyknights knew that the result was decided.
    

    
      But just then, with a great gust of wind, the fierce onslaught of the spears appeared to crash into something in midair, resulting in a cacophonous explosion as they bounced off in every direction.
    

    
      “...!!!”
    

    
      Everyone’s eyes instantly turned wide. Who could have imagined this? Who would have thought that wind would blow out of nowhere and turn aside all the spears?
    

    
      
        Whoooooooosh.
      
    

    
      “S-Spirit!”
    

    
      “It’s a High Spirit!”
    

    
      But the reason soon became clear—an enormous semblance of transparent but shimmying wind, made visible by the light of the sun, appeared before them. Because everyone here had received education on spirits, they were able to identify it.
    

    
      “Uhahahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      And in the midst of their surprise, they all clearly heard laughter that was at the peak of arrogance.
    

    
      
        Scwhip scwhip scwhip scwhip.
      
    

    
      When they turned their heads, the Skyknights saw a few lines of light.
    

    
      Babababam. 
    

    
      Kuaaaaaaaaaaaak! Kiaaaaaaak!
    

    
      The agonized screams of wyverns rang out. The unexpected combatants were a considerable distance away, but their Blessed Spears cut through the distance in mere moments, plunging into the armor and flesh of the wyverns. They were filled with such powerful mana that the spears buried themselves all the way up to the ends of their hilts, deep into the wyvern torsos.
    

    
      “E-Enemy appearance!”
    

    
      “Execute evasive maneuvers!”
    

    
      “Counterattack!”
    

    
      Various screams burst out of the helmets of the Eastern Corps Skyknights. The new enemies could be counted on one hand, but the mere fact that a High Summoner was among them meant they were a huge threat.
    

    
      As expected of formal corps wyverns enlisted by the empire, not just by random lords, they swiftly fell into defensive formation with a flurry of wingbeats.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiip.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Babababam.
      
    

    
      “Guaaaaaaak!”
    

    
      But they had momentarily forgotten about the Imperial Skyknights. Taking full advantage of the unknown assistant’s appearance to attack, the Imperial Skyknights flying at close combat distance did not even bother to guide their spears and simply hurled them in quick succession.
    

    
      “F-Fly!”
    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-sch-schwhip.
      
    

    
      Like on the ground, attacks from the flank and rear were the most difficult to deal with in the air. The terrifying volley of spears unleashed by just six individuals caused multiple Skyknights to lose their mounts, forcing them to use Fly to preserve their lives.
    

    
      And that wasn’t all.
    

    
      “Wind Tornado!”
    

    
      “Spiral Tornado!”
    

    
      “Lightning Blade!”
    

    
      “Rune Flare!”
    

    
      “Wind Field!”
    

    
      The five Skyknights sitting astride Gold Wyverns had drawn closer in no time. They proceeded to fire 5th Circle spells, as if all five of them were mages.
    

    
      Schwiaaaaaang. Whoooooooosh! Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzt! 
    

    
      
        BOOOOOOOM! CRAAAAAAAAAAAASH!
      
    

    
      “AAAAAAGHH!”
    

    
      “Guagh!”
    

    
      
        Kiaaaaaaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      A violent gale swept through the sky. Within the colorful magic lights, magic burst like fireworks amongst the clumped up wyverns, and pandemonium soon broke out as chaos ensued. There were wyverns whose tails were set on fire by the fire magic, wyverns whose unprotected wings were cut to tatters by wind magic, wyverns who were struck by lightning along with their Skyknights and were enveloped by blue sparks high in the sky, and wyverns whose wings were struck by powerful wind and were forced to land. The closely positioned Bajran Empire Eastern Corps Skyknights had a taste of true hardship.
    

    
      “Sic’ em, Djinn! Use Bite!”
    

    
      In the midst of the madness, there was a certain man yelling wildly and treating his high spirit like a hunting dog.
    

    
      
        Cruuuunch.
      
    

    
      At his command, the high spirit opened its huge mouth and really did swallow up a wyvern’s head.
    

    
      “Not the head, bite the wings! If the quality of the goods goes down, I’ll never summon you again!”
    

    
      The crazy man’s mana-charged voice boomed out like thunder. A person who could summon a high spirit could instantly be elevated to counthood in any empire, but this man threatened his spirit to never summon it again.
    

    
      Cruuuunch. 
    

    
      
        KUEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEH!
      
    

    
      But that ridiculous threat was apparently taken to heart, because the high spirit tore into wyvern wings without mercy.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      The wyverns bitten on one wing flapped desperately to avoid death, crashing to the ground. And then, the Eastern Corps wyverns and Skyknights who had confidently attacked the Imperial Skyknights scattered like ants swept by a broom. For them, a corps used to formation flight, this sudden attack was like an apocalypse. After receiving the full brunt of spears and spells, there weren’t many among them who could hold onto their senses in that place full of exploding magic.
    

    
      
        Swooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Eight Black Wyverns charged through the broken net.
    

    
      “Hahaha, go relay this to your tyrant emperor! If you’ve got any complaints, come find the master of Nerman, Kyre, at any time! Hahahahahaha!”
    

    
      The man’s vitriol was filled with a massive amount of mana. Every Skyknight busy settling their fleeing or rampaging wyverns heard it loud and clear.
    

    
      They heard the name of Kyre, master of Nerman.
      

    

    
      He came.
    

    
      Like a gust of wind, that man came to save her, someone on the brink of crossing the river of death. Riding that familiar Black Wyvern with golden stripes, that man confidently declared war on the emperor.
    

    
      ‘Kyre…’
    

    
      Princess Igis felt as if her chest was filled with surging emotions instead of air. With eyes opened as wide as could be, she filled her chest with his appearance.
    

    
      Kyre. He was now the savior who saved her life.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Just moments ago, she was prepared for death, but now, Countess Irene let out a snort.
    

    
      He was so eccentric. From the first time she saw him, he had guts she doubted she’d ever see anywhere else. That man went and declared war on the emperor of the Great Bajran Empire.
    

    
      “So cool.”
    

    
      She uttered that praise so quietly no one could hear. This was why she liked that man. No matter who he faced, he was someone who could stand straight and say what he wanted to say.
    

    
      He was a true man.
    

    
      A cool man with the magical ability to mercilessly steal Irene’s heart away for the first time in her life.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Aaagh! To think I have to leave all that loot behind!’
    

    
      The sight of the wyverns and Skyknights dropping out of the sky made my insides sting. If not for the flock of wyverns flying towards us from afar, I would whisk all the loot away, but time and fate did not permit such indulgence.
    

    
      ‘Fine, today’s not the day anyway. There’s tomorrow, the day after tomorrow, and the day after that!’ 
    

    
      Only I wanted to let loose and go wild. Originally, I planned on peeling their faces off, so I didn’t have a wink of desire to be courteous.
    

    
      ‘Dammit… I’m all out of mana.’
    

    
      The high spirit Djinn had used my mana to go bonkers, as if savoring the taste of the air in the Middle Realm for the first time in a while. As soon as I could see the backs of the empire’s Skyknights, I cancelled the summoning. I couldn’t reveal the fact that my mana was running out.
    

    
      “Let’s go back, Bebeto!”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Nothing good would come out of staying on someone else’s land. After repelling the enemies who had harried my guests with the ease of someone scattering a flock of sparrows, we turned towards my land.
    

    
      ‘Igis, the kiddo… and Irene.’
    

    
      Of the guests flying towards Nerman, I could distinguish those three from their airplates and wyverns alone.
    

    
      ‘But why does that one keep staring at me?’
    

    
      Despite the rush, one of the female Imperial Skyknights kept sneaking glances at me.
    

    
      ‘My popularity is just…’
    

    
      I felt great. I couldn’t collect the free wyverns, but it was still one fruitful day.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Crash! Boooooom!
    

    
      A sturdy blackwood desk was destroyed by a mana-charged fist.
    

    
      “S-Say that again? What did you say? The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, appeared and took the Prince and Princess?”
    

    
      “S-So it says, sir. According to the report of Count Harpisce of the Eastern Corps, the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, and his mage Skyknights appeared and took everyone away. Also, 37 corps wyverns died, 28 were injured, and another 13 Skyknights were killed.”
    

    
      “Kuaaghh! Who said I wanted to hear a report like that?! What I wanted to hear was that the prince was killed, not a pathetic report of defeat like that!”
    

    
      
        Bam! Bam! Bam!
      
    

    
      Unable to extinguish his rage, Duke Ormere took his anger out on the remains of the destroyed desk with his foot.
    

    
      “Urghh… Kyre, you piece of shit…”
    

    
      Bloodthirst glowed blue in his eyes. Duke Ormere clenched his teeth as he balled his fists.
    

    
      “I do not know how I should report this to His Majesty. If he finds out that the bastard harshly insulted His Majesty, he won’t stand for it…”
    

    
      “You fool! Do you think we can really report that to His Majesty right now?! The coronation will take place as soon as the funeral is complete. Until you get my permission, none of you may report to His Majesty!”
    

    
      “U-Understood, Your Excellency.”
    

    
      Ormere also knew how volatile Poltviran was. If Poltviran found out that he was insulted by a mere Lord of Nerman, he would definitely jump right into war, forgoing the all-important coronation.
    

    
      ‘Kyre, just you wait. Soon, I will help you strip your hide from your back.’
    

    
      Prince Razcion and Princess Igis had to be eliminated at the roots in order to prevent future trouble, and Kyre, the Lord of Nerman, was a definite threat to the empire.
    

    
      Ormere stored his rage deep in his heart. That bastard was now an archenemy who could not exist under the same sky as the empire…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 128: You’ll be Caught if You’ve got a Long List of Wrongdoings
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Huhu, but it’s not like there’s no harvest at all.’
    

    
      There were still the unnamed territory Skyknights who attacked the beastmen and me without knowing their place, leaving behind seven wyverns, airplates, and one hundred Blessed Spears. The fools chasing us came all the way to the cusp of the Rual Mountains before turning back in unison at some point, and as soon as they retreated, I went back to collect whatever spoils I could before heading back to Nerman.
    

    
      ‘Everyone arrived ahead of me, I see.’
    

    
      I had commanded the beastmen to escort the guests to Weyn Covert. They had apparently touched down ahead of me, because eight pitch-black wyverns were situated on one side of the already cramped Weyn Covert.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      We left the prey in the temporary wyvern hangars constructed outside the city before heading in. Flying above the covert, Bebeto let loose his characteristic deep and heavy cry.
    

    
      
        Kiaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      And then, I saw it. The wyverns sitting in front of the covert hangars or playing on the runway flapped their wings and cried out as if to respond to Bebeto’s bellow.
    

    
      ‘Argh, you enviable bastard.’
    

    
      Just how much had he captivated the females to receive such a passionate welcome? Bebeto flapped his wings gracefully as he made a cool landing. It was as if he were the master of this place.
    

    
      ‘I can’t lose! How can a human be less than a monster! Bebeto, you’re my lifelong greatest rival now!’
    

    
      I was pathetic for treating a wyvern as a rival, but the envy boiling up inside me wasn’t easy to tamp down. The master worked and struggled half to death but still went to bed clutching a pillow, while a certain someone lived the easy life and received the attention of many female wyverns like an emperor. I was envious as hell. I wasn’t asking for much, just five loving women and an awesome life with a harem, alright?
    

    
      “Salute!”
    

    
      As Bebeto and I touched down, the knights and soldiers standing by gave a resounding salute. It felt pretty good. Only someone who was welcomed like this after a long day of work would understand such a delightful feeling.
    

    
      Derval came out to greet me, as if he had been waiting here for my return.
    

    
      “My liege, welcome back!”
    

    
      “Haha, I’m a bit late to the party.”
    

    
      “Perish the thought. Please, come inside. His Highness the Prince and Her Highness the Princess are waiting in the dining hall.”
    

    
      “Is everyone safe?”
    

    
      “They have no external injuries, and Saintess Aramis was kind enough to give them a blessing, so their minds should be settled now as well.”
    

    
      ‘Gosh, our pretty lady is kind as well.’
    

    
      It was impossible not to cherish Aramis, who took care of things without being told what to do.
    

    
      “My liege, grilled pork belly, kimchi, and rice made with steamed kotiv have been prepared.”
    

    
      “Ohh! Really?”
    

    
      There wasn’t much to life. As long as you could return home after working hard to those who greeted you warmly and a table of warm, tasty food, that was the epitome of happiness. Of course, if the person greeting you was a woman, that would be the icing on the cake.
    

    
      “Let us go inside.”
    

    
      From start to finish, Derval was the perfect picture of a man serving his liege. Besides the few times lately when he showed the rather stingy side of himself, he was a great knight.
    

    
      ‘Igis and Irene. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Simply recalling those beautiful visages uplifted my mood. My footsteps grew light as I headed to the dining hall.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      I stopped by my room to change from my airplate to formal attire, the suit I wore just one time at the banquet at the palace last year. Despite my hurry to make a getaway back then, I brought it in case Igis was saddened, and it was serving its purpose today.
    

    
      ‘Even I have to admit, I look cool.’
    

    
      I didn’t measure my height, but it felt like I grew a bit from last year, and I’d become a bit more muscular. My figure was cooler now than any muscleman from Korea. In particular, my chocolate bar (sixpack) had grown more pronounced. The suit was worn over such a perfect frame. It was clothing made for summertime, but because the headquarters building was heated with a temperature control magic array, I didn’t feel the cold.
    

    
      ‘Shall we head out then?’
    

    
      I felt like a noble going out to entertain guests invited to his territory. A sense of pride I’d never felt before warmed my chest. Just one year ago, I was chased out with only the hybrid wyvern Bebeto and Derval by my side. But in just one year, I became a noble with a territory that could entertain royalty. Though of course, when spring arrived, it would become a battlefield.
    

    
      But who cared? Today, I was someone who could fully enjoy the moment.
      

    

    
      
        Click.
      
    

    
      I opened the door to the dining hall. Seeing as they were invited to none other than the dining hall, I could guess they hadn’t had a single proper meal during their journey.
    

    
      ‘Hooh!’ The very first thing I saw was a line of beautiful women sitting on the right side of the table. ‘Is this some kind of beauty pageant? My god…’
    

    
      On the right side, sitting closest to the head of the table was Igis, next to her was Aramis, whose status was no less honorable, and then there was Irene gazing at me with an inscrutable smile, her silver hair glowing radiantly.
    

    
      ‘Huh? The seat at the head of the table is empty.’
    

    
      On the other side was the little Prince Razcion, who grinned wide at the sight of me, and Viscount Rothello, who greeted me with a wink.
    

    
      The seat at the head of the table, the one I had always taken, was empty.
    

    
      ‘!!’
    

    
      But the most astonishing thing had yet to come.
    

    
      ‘R-Russell!’
    

    
      It was really her. Next to Sir Rothello, where the men were sitting, was Russell. The very first person on the continent to steal my lips, my roommate Russell, or rather, her real name was Luminia, was looking at me with a head of short hair.
    

    
      Seeing my look of surprise, Russell grinned.
    

    
      ‘Is she still living like a man?’
    

    
      It seemed she hadn’t yet revealed that she was a woman, but I could see it. Russell, who had a ton of androgenous charm, possessed a beauty that didn’t pale in the least to the women sitting at the table like a field of flowers.
    

    
      ‘Haah, so complicated.’
    

    
      The beauty pageant was good and all, but when I thought about it, it was actually rather difficult. Russell, my first kiss and a woman of androgenous charm, the Saintess Aramis, the one where my feelings had come to rest, the intellectual Igis, who treated me sincerely despite her status as a princess, and the sexy, silver-haired Irene, who was many years my senior, but a beauty who absolutely couldn’t be passed up.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto, once again, I’m jealous of you.’
    

    
      A monster could take care of ten or twenty females as long as he had a decent physique and the vigor for it, but as a human, doing such a thing would prick my conscience. I might be getting ahead of myself, but I didn’t think I could give up on any of the people here. Honestly, with this kind of attitude, I deserved to get stabbed by every random dude out there.
    

    
      “I offer my humble greetings to Princess Igis, and Prince Razcion,” I said, following noble decorum with a bow of my head.
    

    
      “Greetings to Count Kyre, the savior of my life.”
    

    
      “Thank you, savior of my life.”
    

    
      Igis rose from her seat and bowed her head, as did Razcion, who had grown quite a bit.
    

    
      Irene’s clear, blue eyes sparkled as she bowed her head. “Thank you for saving our lives.”
    

    
      “It was nothing…” I said, speaking with an air of dignity, as was prescribed by courtesy.
    

    
      “Haha, if not for the Count, I would have totally been appointed a knight of the Evil God, Kerma. I will be sure to repay your great favor,” said Viscount Rothello with a good-natured smile. He had never liked stuffy customs to begin with.
    

    
      “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Sir Rothello.”
    

    
      After Sir Rothello finished his greeting, Russell and some knights I didn’t know the names of rose one after another, putting their right fists to their hearts in a show of knightly respect. “We thank the Count’s great grace.”
    

    
      “What grace, I merely did what I naturally had to do.”
    

    
      A man completely ignorant of formalities was no different from an animal. It was my first time in a while engaging in noble mannerisms, but it didn’t feel awkward. After all, I’d always been a young man from the eastern Land of Courtesy, Korea.
    

    
      “Please be seated. It seems the meal has been delayed on my account.”
    

    
      ‘But where am I supposed to sit?’
    

    
      I had entered the dining hall, but my designated spot was really unclear. To sit at the head of the table like usual might be rude to the Princess and Prince. I didn’t want rumors to spread among the territory knights that they served a lord without any manners.
    

    
      Still standing, Igis pointed to the empty seat at the head of the table. “Please sit here. You have more than enough right to sit here, Count Kyre.”
    

    
      “But how could I possibly sit there when you and the Prince are here…”
    

    
      “No, from now on, we are no longer a princess and prince of the Bajran Empire. We are merely homeless exiles who are at the mercy of your care.”
    

    
      Even as she spoke, Igis didn’t reveal any sign of sadness. It seemed she was very determined.
    

    
      “Brother Kyre, please sit. From now on, I’m your little brother.”
    

    
      The little Prince followed up Igis, offering me the seat with great maturity.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, they’re pitiful.’
    

    
      The two had lost their parents, their house, and even their homeland. I felt a pang of sorrow for them.
    

    
      “Please sit. I’m so hungry I could eat a horse,” urged Viscount Rothello. It also felt like Irene and the other knights were silently giving their approval. Any further refusal would be impolite.
    

    
      “Then, if I may.”
    

    
      With a quick dip of my head, I sat down at the head of the table.
    

    
      “The food will come out at once.” Because I didn’t have a designated butler, Derval was in charge of the meal.
    

    
      ‘My family sure has grown.’
    

    
      I already had a considerable number of knights under my care, but the Princess, the Prince, and seven Imperial Skyknights also ended up flying into my embrace.
    

    
      As I sat, my heart grew calm. The moment I accepted them, I became a formal enemy of the Bajran Empire. I wasn’t scared, but the weight of my responsibility grew heavier.
    

    
      These people, who had nowhere to go if I threw them out… I planned on taking them all in.
    

    
      That was the way I lived my life.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Munch munch.
      
    

    
      “Mmgh mmgh.”
    

    
      
        Clink clank.
      
    

    
      The meal fell leagues short of the feast Igis offered me in the palace. However, no one showed an ounce of regret. They were simply busy slicing the lamb steaks loaded on their plates, slathering honey on their bread and eating it, and drinking the refreshing soup made with seafood.
    

    
      
        Chew chew.
      
    

    
      ‘Nngh! This is the taste.’
    

    
      I enjoyed a little meal of my own, one so delicious I didn’t envy the food others were eating. A good chunk of ripening kimchi, as well as a heaping bowl of white rice, along with a plateful of pork belly grilled perfectly on charcoal. I was in bliss.
    

    
      “Hoho, please give this a try. It is called kim-chee. Eating it truly awakens the palate, and it is quite addicting.”
    

    
      “Truly? It smells spicy though…”
    

    
      “You can wash it in water before eating it like I do.”
    

    
      “Then allow me to give it a try.”
    

    
      Aramis had quickly realized the joys of kimchi. She hadn’t gotten used to the spiciness yet, so she washed it clean in water and enjoyed it like that. Today, in order to create more converts, she recommended the kimchi to Igis.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, everyone’s names start with an ‘ah’ sound.’
    

    
      Aramis, Igis, Irene. The food I ate while watching the three women tasted better than ever. Even a miser who savored every bite wouldn’t know this flavor, the pleasure of eating a bite of rice, then wrapping pork belly with kimchi and using a glance of beautiful ladies as a seasoning. I polished off a bowl of rice in no time.
    

    
      “I shall bring out the nurungji soup.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Once I finished my rice, Derval prepared to bring out the nurungji, scorched rice soup, as usual. I had asked the dwarves to make a stainless steel pot, which was used to make rice and then nurungji. Unlike kimchi, the people of this world were able to properly pronounce nurungji.
    

    
      “Please give me a bowl as well, Sir Derval.”
    

    
      “Of course, Saintess.”
    

    
      ‘Her palate has already changed.’
    

    
      Up until very recently, Aramis had liked bread. But now, she was well accustomed to eating rice, she enjoyed kimchi and grilled pork belly, and even understood the pleasures of nurungji. Aramis probably didn’t know, though, that once you were hooked by Korean cuisine, it was like an addiction you could never escape.
    

    
      “What is ‘nurungji’?” Igis asked, looking over with a red face. Despite washing the kimchi completely in water, it seemed it was still too spicy for her.
    

    
      “Would you like to give it a try? It is a soup made out of kotiv, and has a sweet, delicate flavor. It’s very easy to eat.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Then may I give that a try as well?”
    

    
      “I will prepare some for you at once, Your Highness,” said Derval with smiling eyes.
    

    
      “Thank you, Sir Derval.”
    

    
      “No thanks are necessary, Your Highness. It is my household’s honor to be able to serve you.”
    

    
      Derval harbored deep antagonism towards royalty and nobility, but it seems he was won over by Igis’ affable and polite manner.
    

    
      ‘That’s a relief. It would be a pain if Sir Derval didn’t like her.’
    

    
      It was only natural to side with your closest aide in a conflict. If my right hand, Derval, didn’t like her, it would be uncomfortable for me, too.
    

    
      With a swish, the maids brought out three bowls and placed them on the table.
    

    
      “Slurp.” I got a spoonful of the hot nurungji and put it in my mouth. “Haah…”
    

    
      It warmed up not just the inside of my mouth, but my chest, too. Nurungji eaten on a winter day was especially the definition of delicious.
    

    
      “It’s tasty!”
    

    
      “Isn’t it?”
    

    
      “Yes, this sweet and gentle, warm soup really warms the heart. Hoho, it’s a taste I’ve never had even in the palace.”
    

    
      “Hoho, it’s a relief to hear you say that you like it.”
    

    
      Igis and Aramis were already rubbing elbows like old friends. Aramis had a truly kind personality in addition to her good looks.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, I’m relieved as well. To see them getting along.’
    

    
      I gazed at the two women with satisfaction.
    

    
      
        Zing.
      
    

    
      ‘Hrm?’
    

    
      Just then, I felt two gazes boring into my face.
    

    
      ‘Irene…’
    

    
      The silver-haired fairy Irene, who had crossed her arms after finishing her meal, was giving me a smile that was as unreadable as ever. However, her eyes were clearly saying, ‘As expected of a playboy.’
    

    
      ‘R-Russell.’
    

    
      On top of that, Russell was also telling me with her eyes, mid-chew on a piece of bread, ‘Am I a third wheel here?’
    

    
      ‘I should be careful from now on. If they find out that there’s also Narmias, Lokoroïa, and Rosiathe…’
    

    
      I didn’t know exactly what would happen, but sharp warning beeps were going off in my head, telling me that my list of wrongdoings was long, so I should settle things nicely before I was caught.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 129: Mutual Aid
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “This is an edict of His Majesty, the Emperor! All citizens are called to witness the order of the new emperor!”
    

    
      A knight’s shout resounded in the Glory Square located in the Bajran Empire capital, and an edict of the new emperor, inaugurated formally as the emperor yesterday, was pasted onto a wall on one side of the square.
    

    
      “He said it’s an edict…”
    

    
      “What is it about?”
    

    
      Around one third of the residents living in the capital were at least somewhat literate. A certain amount of wealth and qualifications were necessary in order to live in the empire’s capital. For instance, anyone who wanted to become an attendant or maid of a noble house needed to know their letters. As such, many residents crowded to read the edict being strictly guarded by soldiers.
    

    
      “Goodness…”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      They couldn’t speak carelessly because of the soldiers craning their ears around them, but the citizens were shocked.
    

    
      

    

    
      
        His Majesty’s Edict
      
    

    
      
        1. From this day forth, the status of nobles and commoners shall be sharply differentiated. The acceptance of commoners into knight academy is henceforth forbidden.
      
    

    
      
        2. Even if one is not a slave, a commoner may not leave a territory without a noble’s explicit permission.
      
    

    
      
        3. The crimes of rebellion, treason, and insubordination of an imperial mandate will result in the decapitation of not just the criminal himself, but three generations of his family.
      
    

    
      
        4. Defying any of the above orders shall result in punishment equivalent to that of the crime of insubordination of an imperial mandate.
      
    

    
      
        5. This edict shall take precedence over previously decreed imperial law and customs.
      
    

    
      

      

    

    
      The Emperor’s edict was short, but it held a great deal of meaning. The unique advantage of the Bajran Empire was that commoners were granted free movement and the opportunity to become knights. It was already a noble-centric society where the movement of subordinates was restricted, but now, it wasn’t just restricted, but completely forbidden. To add onto that, those who defied the imperial mandate would be punished by three generations. The emperor was threatening that it wouldn’t just be themselves who were punished, but also their entire families.
    

    
      “Move it!”
    

    
      “W-What are you doing? I’m a knight academy cadet.”
    

    
      “Silence! From today onwards, you guys have been demoted to regular soldiers. If you don’t like it, I’ll have no choice but to label you with the crime of insubordination.” 
    

    
      Along the main road cutting through the square, a group of knights and soldiers were dragging dozens of young men dressed as knight academy cadets to who knows where.
    

    
      “Please allow me an audience with His Majesty the Emperor! There can’t be a law like this! How can the legacy of the First Emperor Alvatreon—”
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      “Behead him!”
    

    
      Slice. Splooooosh!
    

    
      It all happened in an instant. In front of the eyes of countless citizens, a knight academy cadet fell to his knees on the street, his head rolling away.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Every onlooker stiffened. Up until a few days ago, knight academy cadets received treatment akin to nobles. But in a single morning, one of them was beheaded like a rabid dog on the street.
    

    
      “Those who have complaints, speak. If you want to become a corpse before you become a soldier, that is!”
    

    
      With their swords drawn, the arrogant knights silenced the cadets.
    

    
      “Take them away!”
    

    
      Seeing the cadets horrified by the death of their fellow student, the knight in charge gave a dark laugh as he ordered the soldiers. Such incidents occurred all over the empire. So began a period when commoners who had become knights or nobles were sent to the front lines, altogether demoted, or stripped of their noble peerages for no good reason.
    

    
      The expulsion of skilled talents, the foundation of the Bajran Empire, was the first of Emperor Poltviran’s tyrannical deeds.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Did you sleep well, Sir Playboy Count?”
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      I got up, washed my face real quick, and left my room like usual, only to find myself face to face with a certain woman’s sudden morning greeting.
    

    
      “Ha-Haha, I hope you weren’t uncomfortable sleeping in an unfamiliar place?”
    

    
      “Goodness, unfamiliar? I had a very comfortable sleep for the first time in a while, Sir Playboy Count.”
    

    
      ‘I’m gonna go crazy.’
    

    
      The guests were a princess, prince, and the knights who guarded them, so I had rooms set up for Irene and the other Imperial Knights in the headquarters, the same one where only the territory’s central nobles and Aramis were taking up residence. There were just enough rooms, and somehow, the Princess, Prince, and Irene’s rooms ended up being on the same floor as mine. 
    

    
      And then, after a night of rest, Irene woke up early and condemned me as a playboy immediately upon seeing me.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, at least I get to see a flower first thing in the morning.’
    

    
      Her hair looked freshly washed—her long, silver locks were sparkling above her airplate and cloak. The sight of the beauty, with her usual inscrutable smile, made me happy.
    

    
      ‘I can’t just keep letting myself be berated.’
    

    
      We were fated to live for the time being in close quarters like this. Irene might be lovable and all, but I had to give her a clear education to keep her from calling me a playboy.
    

    
      I swiftly closed in on Irene.
    

    
      With a flinch, her natural smile stiffened.
    

    
      ‘Kyaa, she smells good.’
    

    
      How could a flower without a fragrance still be called a flower? As I sidled up to Irene, the fragrance I had smelled when we were in flight training before came floating off her body, her unique odor.
    

    
      As I drew one step closer, Irene shuffled backwards, leaning into the wall behind her.
    

    
      “W-What are you—”
    

    
      Irene was a woman with the guts to defend me in front of the Crown Prince, but now, she was wearing a flustered expression.
    

    
      ‘I could get addicted to this.’
    

    
      This must be the aura of a mature woman. Irene, a woman past her mid-twenties, had lips as alluring as a red cherry.
    

    
      
        Don!
      
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      I put both hands on the wall just above Irene’s shoulders, locking her head in place. Astonished by the turn of the situation, Irene looked at me with eyes as round as saucers.
    

    
      “If you keep calling me a playboy…”
    

    
      As I spoke, I brought my lips slowly closer to hers. Her entire body trembled in response.
    

    
      ‘Just who do you think you’re being cheeky to?’
    

    
      She might be several years my senior, but I had friends who dated senior college students, so I didn’t feel an ounce of reservation towards Irene. An older woman was still a woman, after all.
    

    
      “Those lips… I’ll block them.”
    

    
      I moved past her fragrant face and whispered low in her ear.
    

    
      ‘Ara? She’s closing her eyes?’
    

    
      To my surprise, instead of showing some kind of reaction, Irene simply stayed put. According to her usual stony personality, she should have thrown a punch here and given me a frosty rebuke, but she even closed her eyes.
    

    
      “Gulp.”
    

    
      It was early in the morning, right after I woke up. The silver fairy was pouring oil over my heart and tempting me to turn on the lighter.
    

    
      
        Thump, thump.
      
    

    
      I started this as a joke, but my heart began to run wild.
    

    
      ‘W-What am I supposed to do now?’
    

    
      This was way out of my calculations. I was actually more panicked than her. Irene was still closing her eyes, breathing lightly as her face grew as pink as a well ripened apple.
    

    
      ‘Huhu…’
    

    
      My first look at Irene’s feminine side turned my bafflement into a smile.
    

    
      “Haa…” Irene let out the breath she’d been holding in a long puff. 
    

    
      I brought my lips closer to her face. When she felt my breath, her body shook even more.
    

    
      
        Chu.
      
    

    
      I smoothly left a kiss on her forehead.
    

    
      “Good morning to you…”
    

    
      It was a shame, but I couldn’t give her a kiss on the lips. And besides, today wasn’t the last day, either. From now on, we’d be seeing each other every day. I found out what she felt about me, so there would be more than enough opportunities in the future.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      It was a first for her.
    

    
      Irene had been wooed so often by many Skyknights and nobles, not to mention Crown Prince Poltviran. However, Irene had never been moved by any of them.
    

    
      But today, she experienced the strange feeling of having her strength drained right out of her body at the touch of a man’s warm breath. She even felt that it was a shame. Even though it wouldn’t have been an overreaction to demand a duel from anyone else who acted so indecently with her, she was left feeling that the breath and lips she felt on her forehead were somehow altogether lacking.
    

    
      That man walked briskly outside after telling her good morning. 
    

    
      “Heh… Playboy…” whispered Irene, smiling honestly as she watched him go.
    

    
      So what if he was a playboy? The eyes of a woman already in love were blind.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “We need to start construction right away, but...”
    

    
      If not for our enemies, the construction of my castle could have started as early as this winter. The plans were set for a grand, massive, but practical castle completely unique in this world, one that would be constructed using 21st century knowledge and Kallian magic. I was standing at the planned construction site for the castle with the blueprint in my hand.
    

    
      “The coast is nearby, so it’ll be convenient to access the sea routes set up in the future, it’s far removed from the mountains and foreign borders, making it easier to defend, and there are expansive plains as well as a river with sufficient depth in the surroundings, so it’ll also be perfect for development.”
    

    
      The location might not be 100% perfect, but it held unlimited development potential. It was close to Denfors, so plenty of communication with the residents would be possible as well.
    

    
      “Those rotten bastards. I’m so close to my dream, but they can’t bear to see me succeed.”
    

    
      I couldn’t insist on building my castle, wasting the meagre strength the territory had accumulated, when we were already busy preparing to be attacked by two pain-in-the-ass empires.
    

    
      “When the snow melts a bit, I’ll need to get the elves’ help. The road needs to be finished too…”
    

    
      A lord of a different territory might take a nice, long break in the winter, enjoying their lives, but I was Nerman’s menial labor lord. Both my mind and body were compelled to move without rest.
    

    
      “The bread is probably done baking.”
    

    
      Before I went out to patrol the surroundings, I asked the kitchen to make milk bread, the kind of bread the elves liked the most. Our milk bread was now designated as the official gift. Thankfully, it was cheap and 100% effective.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      I felt the usual incongruous sensation when passing through the illusion magic, and after penetrating the mana barrier, the Elven Village appeared.
    

    
      ‘It’s as quiet as a grave.’
    

    
      The elves reduced their activity and went into a long period of rest for the winter. They weren’t even bears going into hibernation, but I couldn’t see a single elf going around in the village despite it being midday. I didn’t think I would be able to live like that for even one day. The heavy, somber air in the village was different from the outside world.
    

    
      However, Bebeto, who had kept a multitude of female wyverns from sleeping last night as well, landed in the Elven Village with a flutter of wingbeats as if nothing were out of the ordinary.
    

    
      ‘They’re still alive and well, so why is there no movement in the village?’
    

    
      They claimed to love the green forest, but weren’t the sights of winter also a gift from nature? Moreover, even when spring came, the elves weren’t able to leave the illusion magic array anyway. Looking at the village now, the inherent liveliness I saw from the elves when building the road seemed like a lie.
    

    
      ‘She’s not coming out today, huh.’ I was waiting on top of Bebeto, but I didn’t see Narmias, who always came running so joyfully whenever I showed up. ‘Is she sick somewhere?’
    

    
      I unloaded two big leather bags filled to the brim with bread and fruits I’d grabbed from our storehouse from Bebeto’s torso, feeling a bit worried. Hefting the bags, I hastily walked to Narmias’ house.
    

    
      ‘I’m not being treated as a guest here anymore, hm?’
    

    
      Not just Narmias, but the other elves should have been informed by their keen senses of Bebeto and my arrival, but not a single person popped out. It seemed the elves were masters in the art of playing alone, a crucial subject matter for true loners.
    

    
      It really made me feel admiration(?)
      

    

    
      “Narmias…”
    

    
      
        Creak.
      
    

    
      I called Narmias’ name as I opened the door to her house.
    

    
      ‘Is no one home?’ Narmias didn’t respond to my call, and I felt a pang of apologeticness for being too busy every day to come see her. ‘Huh? Is she sleeping?’
    

    
      Narmias was laying with her back towards me on a bed made of dried leaves.
    

    
      “Narmias…” Coming closer, I called her again, but she didn’t move at all.
    

    
      I rushed over, putting my hand on her forehead as she continued to lay facing away.
    

    
      ‘There’s no fever.’ Thankfully, she was breathing easy, and there was even a small smile on her lips as she slept. ‘She’s lost weight.’
    

    
      However, for whatever reason, her cheeks were gaunt. It seemed she was so fatigued that she couldn’t even hear me coming.
    

    
      I gently stroked her silver hair, which glistened with a blue tinge. If not for the pointy ears that differentiated her from humans, this elven woman would be no different from any other woman. I pitied her, someone who ended up trapped in a painful love because she encountered the wrong man.
    

    
      “Nnn…”
    

    
      She groaned in her sleep, making an expression of enjoyment from the tickling sensation on her forehead. Then, perhaps sensing that something was off, her eyes opened wide. Eyes as blue as the sea stared at my face.
    

    
      “Ah!” she exclaimed.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I woke you up when you were fast asleep.”
    

    
      “N-No. I apologize for failing to realize you had come…”
    

    
      Narmias spoke and acted like a virtuous wife and mother from the Joseon period in olden day Korea.
    

    
      “You’re not sick, are you?”
    

    
      “No… I was just momentarily tired.”
    

    
      ‘Do the elves have less stamina in the winter?’
    

    
      I hadn’t read in any books or heard in any stories that elves had a change in constitution during the winter.
    

    
      “Are the other elves like this as well?”
    

    
      “I think so. For some reason, since several hundred years ago, almost all elves fall into deep slumber like me in the month of the new year.”
    

    
      It wasn’t a fatal illness, but an issue that originated several centuries ago.
    

    
      “Is the elder also the same?”
    

    
      “No. That’s another strange thing. I heard that when you become as old as the elders, you’re not affected at all. That’s why the elders are currently taking turns to stand guard for us.”
    

    
      ‘How strange. The young ones are listless while the elders who should be more prone to poor health are all lively.’
    

    
      “But it’s a relief. I’ve heard it’s much better this year than last year.”
    

    
      Narmias lived with such a positive mindset.
    

    
      “Please, stay on the bed. I’ve brought some fruit and bread, so I’ll prepare you a meal.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      Normally, Narmias would be jumping to do it herself, but today, her eyes sparkled with happiness.
    

    
      ‘I’ve been on the receiving side too much. I’m really such a bad guy.’
    

    
      I only offered to do the insignificant act of putting some bread and fruit on a plate, but she was this happy about it. I did some self-reflection as I took fresh apples and bread from the bags and placed them on a wooden tray. I would have liked to treat her to something better, like marbled Korean sirloin, but that was just my wishful thinking.
    

    
      Sitting on the bed with her upper body propped up, Narmias flashed a bright smile at me as I went to her with the tray.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I’m full.”
    

    
      “You should still eat a bit more…”
    

    
      “No, I’ve really eaten a lot.”
    

    
      I was busy giving her the full service while I was at it, trying to rack up some favorability points.
    

    
      ‘One apple and two pieces of bread is ‘a lot?’ Guess there’s no way she’ll ever get fat.’
    

    
      I would have liked to show the Elven Village to the countless unhealthy “dieting” fanatics on earth, the women who cursed the pretty ladies coming out on TV while eating big bowls of rice. I wanted to show them that one’s figure wasn’t something born out of nowhere, but something that needed to be tended to like this on a day by day basis.
    

    
      “I’m happy,” whispered Narmias, her eyes shining. Feeling bad that I hadn’t really done anything for her, I stroked her soft head.
    

    
      “Close your eyes.”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “Hoho, just close your eyes for a moment.”
    

    
      Out of happiness, Narmias let out a rare laugh and had me close my eyes.
    

    
      ‘If it’s a kiss, I don’t need to close my eyes. No need to be shy when we’re already past that point.’
    

    
      We had already shared a kiss before. Thinking that Narmias was feeling shy, I closed my eyes.
    

    
      Contrary to my expectation, Narmias rose from the bed with a rustle and walked to a place in her room.
    

    
      ‘What’s she doing?’
    

    
      I heard her pulling out something that rippled as she handled it.
    

    
      “You can open your eyes now.”
    

    
      Narmias’ cute voice sounded like an order to me. I slowly opened my eyes.
    

    
      
        Shaaaaa!
      
    

    
      I was greeted by a burst of bright, silver light.
    

    
      ‘A-An elven airplate!’
    

    
      To my surprise, what Narmias had spread out in her hands was an elven airplate exclusively worn by the elves. The full-body mithril armor boasted comfort and defense on a wholly different level from what humans made. It was an item of ultra-high grade, precious enough to shock even the emperor of the Bajran Empire. So naturally, I was surprised to see an airplate glowing silver like a freshly caught fish.
    

    
      “Do you like it?”
    

    
      “What…what is this?”
    

    
      “It is a sign of my feelings towards you.”
    

    
      ‘...’
    

    
      “Narmias…”
    

    
      I had no words. This was the elf woman’s feelings to me and me alone.
    

    
      “Try it on,” Narmias urged, her voice quite a bit brighter than usual.
    

    
      
        Click, click.
      
    

    
      I moved my hands to take off my airplate. Then, Narmias helped me put on the armor of the elves. I felt a tingle of electricity wherever her hands touched me.
    

    
      ‘Is it on?’
    

    
      The mithril full-body airplate was definitely on my body, but it was far too light. Unlike the airplate I was used to, which had weight reduction magic on it but still had some weight to it, it didn’t feel like I was wearing the elf-made airplate at all.
    

    
      “It fits you perfectly.”
    

    
      After putting it on me, Narmias held her hands as she smiled with satisfaction. I pulled her into my arms.
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      Coming into my embrace, Narmias let out a low breath. I felt her heart thumping through the thin elven airplate. I quietly moved my head down, felt Narmias’ sweet breath on my face, and covered her lips. This was the only thing I could do to show my feelings right now.
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      With a light moan, Narmias embraced my neck with two soft, long arms. I pulled her in even closer. She was someone fully deserving of love. Hotly, so very hotly, I poured my feelings into her lips.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “It’s an illness.”
    

    
      “Pardon? An illness?”
    

    
      “A very old illness. It’s a mysterious disease that forces the elves to sleep or spend the time in an idle daze for a month when the new year arrives.”
    

    
      “Why are the elves affected by such an illness? You’re living in such a pleasant and safe place.”
    

    
      “That was precisely the problem.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      After putting Narmias to sleep, I left her house and found Elder Parciano waiting in front of Bebeto. He began to tell me about the sickness of the elves.
    

    
      “We were able to find out the cause of this illness not long ago.”
    

    
      ‘That’s a relief. If enemies attacked at a time like this, it would be dangerous.’
    

    
      Catching a single elf could bring someone enough wealth to feed three generations. There was no way that would happen, but if mercenaries or nobles caught wind of this fact, this village would be burned to the ground.
    

    
      “Haha… We finally realized what the ancestors meant when they said that excess affords one no scarcity. We elves separated ourselves from the world out of distaste for its greed, but that too, was another form of greed.”
    

    
      ‘The heck is he saying? He won’t go boom and ascend to the heavens like a Taoist immortal at this rate, right?’
    

    
      Elven elder Parciano was as old as a Taoist hermit. The words coming out of his mouth were not easy to decipher.
    

    
      “What do you mean by that, sir?”
    

    
      “You know it as well. About the relationship between the demihumans, including us elves, and humans.”
    

    
      “Yes, of course.”
    

    
      “Betrayed by the humans, most of the elves, beastmen, and dwarves either hid deep in the mountains, or were nearly exterminated over the years.”
    

    
      The elder had been the one to tell me about the story of the humans and the other races. He spoke with a voice laden with bitter remorse.
    

    
      “Us elves have never been able to hate anything. For many long years, we have lived in accordance with nature and the invisible laws of the world, so when we are born and turn to dust, we can all live in harmony with one heart. However… after living with humans, a race capable of expressing a myriad of emotions, our minds were also infected.”
    

    
      ‘Then is it an illness they got from humans?’
    

    
      I still couldn’t puzzle out Elder Parciano’s words.
    

    
      “Then, we were betrayed by humans. The elves and the other demihumans, who gave them everything in their time of need, were turned into slaves once our usefulness ran out, and thus, war broke out. I did not witness it myself, but according to the songs passed down by my predecessors, it was a truly terrifying war.”
    

    
      I felt like I could understand it well enough. Humans had an animal-like instinct to do whatever it took for their goals. Not everyone, of course, but most humans were ruled by the collective assembly of family and house, and on a larger scale, territory and nation. This collective assembly took priority over one’s personal emotions.  If the majority opinion decided that X was bad, then from that moment on, it was so. That was human society. The elves couldn’t bear that. Actually, my experience so far was that the beastmen and dwarves had no individuals capable of coping with the cruelty of humans, either.
    

    
      “Defeated in the war, we hid. We, who had originally hated nothing and had hearts as free as the wind and clouds, were filled with rage and hid ourselves in a place without humans. To be honest, according to the records left by the ancestors, we could have easily wiped out the humans. Humans could not reach the level of the elves in neither magic nor summoning in a short period of time, and back then, there were far more elves than there are now, so it would have been possible.”
    

    
      The historical records of the war between the humans and demihumans in the history books of the continent I found in the Imperial Library didn’t document the exact numbers, but the union and enmity between humans and demihumans was said to have existed before the Age of Ancient Magic. And just a thousand and some hundred years ago, the humans and demihumans waged their final large-scale war, and the years passed until the current day.
    

    
      “Such hatred solidified for over a thousand years, and the elves created a closed-off society. We thought that a life fully removed from humans was the right answer. But… that became the cause of the elves’ illness.”
    

    
      ‘Eh? What does that mean?’
    

    
      I hadn’t lived very long, so I couldn’t understand the elder’s words right away. Moreover, I was a human. I wasn’t familiar with the elves’ culture, so for me, the reason why the elves grew sick was a complete riddle.
    

    
      “What do you mean by that? I still don’t get it.”
    

    
      “Haha, is it too difficult to understand?”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      “Then let me explain in simple terms.”
    

    
      Perhaps because he recognized me as a member of the clan, the Elder continued talking with a look of benevolence.
    

    
      “Close mindedness is what has caused the elves to become sick.”
    

    
      “...??”
    

    
      “Didn’t I say it already? We elves were originally existences who lived with open minds in the flow of nature. But what do we look like now, in your eyes? Do you think that we are really living with that kind of mentality?”
    

    
      “No, I don’t think so.”
    

    
      No, they definitely weren’t. Even I had to admit this was a race so stubborn and hard-headed that it was frustrating as hell to change their minds. They were a far cry from children of nature living with the flow.
    

    
      “Imagine what it is like to live for hundreds of years until the moment one dies in a space less than a hundred kilometers in every direction. It’s no wonder that we have grown ill.”
    

    
      ‘Well whaddya know? He was thinking pretty much the same thing as me.’
    

    
      The Elven Village was so desolate that you could call it a graveyard. It was completely in line with what the Elder was saying. Imagine living for hundreds of years trapped in a bubble as small as this. That would be hell. What else would it be if not a graveyard?
    

    
      ‘If it were me, I would have run away long ago.’
    

    
      Moreover, the elves were inherently unable to defy orders from the elders. I could easily imagine getting sick out of boredom from constantly seeing the same faces, buildings, and trees.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Why are you thanking me all of a sudden?”
    

    
      Elder Parciano was really pulling a lot of new surprises out of his hat today.
    

    
      “Thanks to you, we have found a way to heal the elves.”
    

    
      “Thanks to me?”
    

    
      “You encouraged me and the elves and dragged us out into the world. That is precisely the method to treat this illness.”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      The cure was something I hadn’t even imagined. I merely fished out the elves for a somewhat selfish purpose, but that, in turn, was the cure that could heal the illness of the elves.
    

    
      “We have become sick from living over a thousand years in this tiny place while harboring rage and resentment. But the elves that went out into the world thanks to you were able to experience the open world and open their minds little by little, and that small change has gone on to cause a shocking improvement in their conditions. You wouldn’t know, but last year, the elves were completely unable to move their bodies for an entire month. They might not realize it themselves, but the illness of their hearts manifests silently as something like the sleep of an exhausted body. The rage passed down from our ancestors and the years holed up here have created an illness, and the elves who went out into the world through you have become less sick because of a change in their thoughts.”
    

    
      ‘Ohh! So it was that meaningful.’
    

    
      To describe it in terms of modern medicine, the elves built up stress from rage accumulated since the time of their ancestors and from living in a claustrophobic space. Basically, stress disease.
    

    
      “We’ll be in your care in the future.”
    

    
      “W-What do you mean by that…”
    

    
      “If things go wrong, the illness could become permanent and untreatable. Before that happens, the best thing to do is to eliminate the cause of the illness. In the future, feel free to tell us if you need help from the elves. I’ll put my faith in you and send our Green Wood Clan into the world!”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      ‘Mommy! What a windfall.’
    

    
      I went from having to beg on my knees for the elves’ help to Elder Parciano saying he would offer top quality labor at any time. It was a big, big, biiiiiiiig thank you from me.
    

    
      “What, is it a burden for you? I think you just have to give some work to the elves, like last fall, but is there no work left?” asked Parciano somewhat anxiously.
    

    
      “To be honest, there isn’t that much work to do, but… Since my friends, the elves, are ailing from such an illness, I will do my best to create some work.”
    

    
      “Oh, thank you! Our clan will never forget this kindness for as long as we exist!”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, one lifelong slave contract, added~!’
    

    
      If a person got what they wanted easily, they would quickly forget their gratitude. With the  positions of asker and giver completely reversed from last fall, I uttered a bit of a white lie, and as expected, the Elder ate it up. He even made an unbelievable promise to honor our friendship for as long as the clan existed.
    

    
      ‘Just as they say, a lucky bastard will find coins on the ground even when he trips. Kuku.’
    

    
      I was getting more and more wicked. But who cares? It was a win-win situation—the elves could heal their illness, and I could gain the best workers around.
    

    
      If this wasn’t mutual aid, what was?
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 130: The Arrival of Spring and Uninvited Guests
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Your Majesty! We beseech thee to retract thy edict!”
    

    
      “Your Majesty, we beseech thee!”
    

    
      In the Grand Throne Room of the Bajran Imperial Palace, sat Emperor Poltviran atop a throne sculpted into a Black Wyvern holding a huge diamond in its mouth. Three nobles were begging him to retract his edict—Marquis Isevant, who was called the Empire’s Sage, and two old counts. Following the proclamation of the Emperor’s edict, they had left their territories post-haste to seek an audience with the Emperor.
    

    
      “Why should I do such a thing?”
    

    
      Despite being in a formal audience with high-ranking nobles of the empire, the newly crowned Emperor Poltviran was sitting in a slovenly manner. His legs were crossed and one hand was propping up his chin. He sneered as he addressed the old nobles with an air of annoyance.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, unearthing talented commoners to form the pillar of this empire was the ideal Bajran has maintained since the time of the Founding Emperor, Emperor Alvatreon. That ideal has been maintained uninterrupted all this time, and as a result, our empire has become the strongest in the continent. But if Your Majesty were to abolish that institution overnight, such an action would soon bring enormous harm to the empire. Oh sagacious and merciful Emperor, your old vassal is speaking earnestly from the heart, so please reconsider the edict!”
    

    
      Marquis Isevant was nearing 80 years of age, but he spoke out against the edict’s injustice with a voice no less powerful than that of a youth.
    

    
      “Do you men think the same?” Poltviran directed a question at the two counts standing behind Marquis Isevant. They were both old nobles with a reputation in the empire for their loyalty.
    

    
      “We are of the same opinion as the Marquis. Your Majesty, before it is too late, I beseech thee to withdraw thy edict!”
    

    
      “I beseech thee!”
    

    
      Repeated motions from senior noblemen was something even an emperor could not ignore.
    

    
      “Kuhahahahahahahahahaha!!”
    

    
      Emperor Poltviran’s laughter suddenly swept wildly through the expansive throne room. “I definitely made myself clear in the edict… Are you men resisting an imperial mandate right now?” asked Poltviran, his voice frosty. His body began to emit a dangerous aura.
    

    
      “This humble one has one more piece of advice to offer.”
    

    
      Emperor Poltviran’s violent temper had been a problem since his days as the Crown Prince. Marquis Isevant was aware of that, but he plowed on unintimidated with his advice.
    

    
      “This empire… does not belong to Your Majesty alone.”
    

    
      “Shut up!!!!!!!”
    

    
      “From Your Majesty at the top to the slaves at the bottom, this empire belongs to everyone working hard for the empire. As long as Your Majesty keeps that in mind, Your Majesty will become a wise emperor on par with the late emperor.”
    

    
      “YOUUUUUU!”
    

    
      The Emperor jumped up from his throne. He rushed towards the nobles standing in the throne room.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      Then, the Emperor suddenly drew the sword of one of the Imperial Guard Knights protecting him by his side.
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty…”
    

    
      Behind the Marquis, the two counts paled in shock.
    

    
      “May you become a wise emperor. Not a tyrant…”
    

    
      Marquis Isevant gave his final advice to the emperor rushing towards him with a sword.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiing.
      
    

    
      The Emperor used the momentum of his charge to slash Marquis Isevant’s mouth.
    

    
      
        Cruuuuunch.
      
    

    
      The blow was so powerful that the chilling sound of the old Marquis’ teeth and jawbones being smashed rang throughout the throne room. Though his mouth was slashed, because it wasn’t a fatal injury, the old Marquis crumpled to the ground and thrashed in agony.
    

    
      “Kukuku, you dare defy the Emperor’s command?”
    

    
      His eyes glimmering with madness, Poltviran looked down on the Marquis as he bled heavily on the ground, his mouth and jawbones sliced.
    

    
      
        Thud.
      
    

    
      The two counts watching the violent scene fell to their knees. Nothing like this had ever happened in the history of the empire. Unless they were traitors, even the lowest-ranking noble wouldn’t be disposed of like this, without any trial. That was a form of respect to the nobles who managed the empire’s land in the emperor’s stead. But today, that respect was crushed into bloody pieces. To make things worse, it wasn’t even a baron, viscount, or count who was cruelly slashed by the Emperor, but a marquis.
    

    
      “Keep this bastard alive! This man dared to defy an imperial mandate and insult the emperor. Sever all his tendons, slather his entire body with honey, and throw him into the ant pit!”
    

    
      The Emperor gave a command so vicious one could hardly believe it. Even a noble guilty of treason was afforded the respect of a clean decapitation, but the Emperor passed down a violent command more fitting for a slave.
    

    
      “Yes, siiiiiir!”
    

    
      The loyal cry of the Knights of the Imperial Guard shook the throne room.
    

    
      “These two bastards are also guilty of resisting an imperial mandate. Their current peerages will be stripped and their fortunes seized. Their family members will all be turned into slaves. Deal with that old piece of shit’s family in the same way!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Emperor Poltviran spat out one shocking command after another. The two counts merely came to offer a word of advice, but it seemed they would lose their lives and even their families would be wiped out. They stared with devastated eyes at Poltviran, the tyrant of the century.
    

    
      “Our words are law! We are Bajran itself. Kuhahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      The tyrant’s cry went from the throne room to resound all throughout the palace. Everyone kept their heads low. Not an ounce of honor or respect could be found in the Emperor’s violent shout. All who heard his madness lowered their heads, not out of respect, but out of fear, all in order to survive until the day his tyranny ended…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Cla-cla-clang!
      
    

    
      “Iya!”
    

    
      
        Clang, clang!
      
    

    
      ‘Kiddo, you’re quite something.’
    

    
      After going to the elves, I returned to the covert. It was cold, but Razcion was sparring with an Imperial Knight in a small drill hall made for training. Even though a heavy sword was likely still difficult for him to hold, the little Prince was using a longsword in the real sword spar. The plain training outfit he was wearing was dirty and torn in several places.
    

    
      
        Claaang! Whoooosh, kchhk!
      
    

    
      

      

    

    
      At some point, the kiddo’s longsword was caught by the Imperial Knight’s and tossed far away. Once his sword was stolen from him, Razcion sucked in ragged breaths.
    

    
      “Your Highness, you have done more than enough today.”
    

    
      “N-No. I can still go on.”
    

    
      The Imperial Knight worriedly tried to stop the Prince, but the kiddo’s determination stayed strong.
    

    
      ‘Brat, you’re like a mirror of me when I was young.’
    

    
      At his age, I also went to kumdo school. Back then, I endured bloody training with my wooden sword every day. Driven by my mother’s words to get the full worth out of whatever I learned, I swung the wooden sword like crazy back then. Impressed with my passion, the instructor taught me the sword art passed down among the Korean people for generations.
    

    
      “As you should. Even I can see you have a long way to go.”
    

    
      Once he realized I was there, the kiddo ran over to me, shouting, “H-Hyung!”
    

    
      “You’re not tired with just this, right?”
    

    
      “Of course not! Hehe, I’m still good to go.”
    

    
      His training outfit was drenched with sweat, but Razcion denied his exhaustion. His bleeding palms were proof of how long he had wielded his sword.
    

    
      “Cure.”
    

    
      I lightly cast recovery magic on his body. Yellow light filled with life magic sparkled over him.
    

    
      “Wow! Hyung, you’re really amazing. I can’t believe you’re a magic swordsman! I admire you! You’re the person I admire second in the world, next to my father!”
    

    
      The plucky Razcion giddily acknowledged my skills. I patted his head roughly.
    

    
      “But I noticed that your learning method is wrong.”
    

    
      “...??”
    

    
      The knight teaching him might be insulted, but I continued nevertheless. “At your age, it’s more important to build muscles that can handle a sword than swinging a real sword. Just as a big glass is necessary to hold a lot of water, in order to unleash powerful sword arts, a mana breathing technique and physical training method suitable for such arts are necessary.”
    

    
      Just like how a molded habit was difficult to break and change, sword arts were the same—you had to start from the foundation. Actually, magic was the same as well, and that wisdom applied to most other things in the world.
    

    
      “Then please teach me, Hyung!” said Razcion. His brown eyes, which looked like the emperor’s, were sparkling.
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “Yaaay! Thank you very much, Master!”
    

    
      He was a good-natured kid. He was still at an age where he was ignorant of many things, but because he had grown up in the palace, I was sure he understood the gist of his current situation. Even so, he wasn’t depressed at all. He was real emperor material, worlds apart from that gangster piece of shit, Poltviran.
    

    
      “Could you also teach me, as well?”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’ A woman’s voice as clear as a silver bell came from behind me. ‘Igis…’
    

    
      The princess with an aura of dignity, Igis, had shed her dress and was wearing one of the airplates worn by knights. She was smiling at me, her white teeth gleaming.
    

    
      “Haha, if Princess Igis is willing to learn, then I would be happy to do so.”
    

    
      A woman this lovable and cute was saying she wanted to learn. If I refused her, I wouldn’t be a man.
    

    
      “Thank you, Lord… Kyre.”
    

    
      Igis lowered her head, showing her thanks. I responded to the smooth and elegant bow of her head with a nod of my own.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘He’s truly an amazing person.’
    

    
      Until she came to Nerman, Igis didn’t quite believe it. Her father’s final request had been to seek asylum in Nerman. With the help of Duke Garvit, she and Razcion were assigned trustworthy Imperial Knights; with them, they were able to reach Nerman.
    

    
      However, she doubted that Nerman would truly be able to overcome the threat of the Bajran Empire. Count Kyre, a man brimming with confidence, might be the lord, but she hadn’t thought that he would be able to do anything about the lump of trouble, Nerman, in just one year of time.
    

    
      ‘Everyone is living to their fullest. From Kyre to the knights, the people, and even the wyverns.’
    

    
      Only a few days had passed, but Igis had learned a lot of things about Nerman. Nerman’s knights were dramatically different from the Imperial Knights she saw in the palace, all of whom were fixated on formality and discipline. The knights here were always laughing brightly as they freely took action as they saw fit. They drank with the soldiers and sometimes taught them sword skills. Igis was able to find traces of Kyre’s usual freewheeling soul in them.
    

    
      That wasn’t all. Even the soldiers didn’t have a reluctant attitude when standing guard and doing their work. They cleaned the covert and did guard duty with enthusiasm, as if it were their own house. Igis felt happy just watching them. On top of that, the residents came in and out of the covert without reserve. The covert was an important military defense facility, so in the empire, it would have been strictly off-limits, but regular people came freely into the covert. It might be because there was a temple serving the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, here, but the people were only able to come here because they were not afraid.
    

    
      What kind of existences were nobles and knights? They were people who would behead someone for offending them if a commoner dared to look them straight in the eye. But it was different here. The people could only act this way because they trusted and followed the man smiling brightly in front of Igis right now.
    

    
      “Before we get to learning, let us do so after eating dinner. Sir Derval, inform all the knights who have returned from patrols to gather in the dining hall. Let us have another drink today.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege!”
    

    
      “It’s cold outside, so make sure that the soldiers are not lacking for anything as well.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      As she watched the lord readily shooting off commands and the knight responding energetically to him, Igis could not help but grin.
    

    
      A place with people who could make you happy just by being near. Nerman was that kind of place. It was a blessed land made by the gods where people could breathe freely and live freely.
      

    

    
      
        Tzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      “Owwww!”
    

    
      I was using a mithril welder to repair the last of the broken dravits.
    

    
      “Eurgh, there’s no worries about having nothing to do this winter.”
    

    
      The dravits were lined up or laying on the ground inside the building we used as the covert’s warehouse. They were all second-hand dravits we had procured through the Rubis Merchants. The dwarves had too much to do to make them from scratch, and I also lacked the time. Buying second-hand ones and remodeling them was far easier.
    

    
      “I’m the Lord of Nerman working pro bono~♬. A part-time lord who sews eyes onto dolls every night ♬. It’s fine if no one recognizes my efforts. I’m happy because I’ve got my territory, Nerman ♪♬. Lalala…”
    

    
      I hummed as I moved to a dravit completely encrusted with rust. Once this relaxing winter ended, a hell-like spring would arrive. Before the enemies came rushing in, I had to increase the number of dravits we could use. It was possible we would lose everything if we were defeated in battle, but I had to think ahead with the attitude of planting an apple tree for the future. The planet wouldn’t crash and burn anytime soon anyway.
    

    
      This was the land we earned by repelling hordes of monsters. This year, we had to reclaim more land and plant more crops. It was said that ‘Agriculture forms the basis of national existence.’. Without achieving independence in provisions, our dreams for tomorrow would be far away.
    

    
      
        Whoooooosh. Shaaaaaaaaaaaaa.
      
    

    
      I could hear the cold wind blowing outside the warehouse hangar, as well as the snow falling and accumulating.
    

    
      “Lalala~♬♪”
    

    
      An endless stream of humming came flowing from my mouth. It was hard work, but the effort was rewarded in full. My land was something that I, not anyone else, had to protect. Tonight as well, my soldiers and my knights were trusting me as they slept.
    

    
      I was happy because they were here. They could be here because I was here, and I could be here because they were here. Each and every drop of sweat falling one by one from my brow was a jewel living and dying in an ephemeral moment.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “The imperial mandate has been decreed. The Third and Seventh Platoons within the Western Corps are to march at once. Their destination will be Nerman, the Bajran Empire territory past the Havis Kingdom!”
    

    
      Duke Yanovis, one of the dukes of the Laviter Kingdom, had just come out of the Emperor’s office. Holding a document stamped with a golden seal, he shared the news with his adjutant, Count Davesyen.
    

    
      “It’s finally starting.”
    

    
      “Kuhaha, this has been the longest winter of my life.”
    

    
      “What will be done about the Havis Kingdom? They recently sent an envoy to vow their unchanging loyalty to His Majesty…”
    

    
      “Send an envoy. Inform them that we will cut through their kingdom’s territory to reach Nerman.”
    

    
      “T-That is…”
    

    
      “If they refuse, from that day onwards, the Havis Kingdom will disappear from this continent.”
    

    
      “By your will, Your Excellency.”
    

    
      At Duke Yanovis’ firm response, Count Davesyen bowed his head. What kingdom would willingly allow the soldiers of a different nation to traverse their lands for the sake of war? However, the Havis Kingdom would have to make a choice. They would either open the gates for Laviter’s advance, or protect their pride and disappear in disgrace.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Run!”
    

    
      
        Vroooooooom!
      
    

    
      
        Clunk, clunk, clunk!
      
    

    
      The dravit registered the command word and clomped off in a run.
    

    
      
        Crrrrrrrrrrkkkkkk.
      
    

    
      The improved plow with seven blades dragged by the dravit instantaneously upturned the ground that had been frozen all winter long.
    

    
      “Wooooow!”
    

    
      The residents who came to take a look cheered enthusiastically. The dravit’s blind strength was able to do one day’s work with horses in just a few minutes. To farmers, a dravit was undoubtedly a gift from the gods.
    

    
      ‘Spring has already come.’
    

    
      It had really been a long, long winter. Up until just a few days ago, the ground had been frozen solid, but the warm sunlight and balmy wind over the past days had melted the snow and land. Winter seemed to disappear in a moment, replaced by the sudden arrival of spring. The spring haze was shimmering all over, dancing the waltz of spring.
    

    
      “My lord, thank you for your hard work,” said Derval, who knew that I had run myself ragged without rest all winter.
    

    
      “What hard work…”
    

    
      I was proud. Throughout the entirety of the long, long winter, I had desperately clutched my mithril welder. Our arable land had expanded and we couldn’t leave them unused, so we needed many more dravits than last year.
    

    
      ‘You gotta admit, I’m a scary bastard. I can’t believe I repaired all 40 frickin’ dravits.’
    

    
      That wasn’t all, either. Besides the dravits, I also produced Mark II Blessed Spears and went to the dwarves to improve other weapons. I seriously spent this winter as busy as a bee. Only the report that one of the female wyverns Bebeto had recently slept with had laid eggs woke me from my delirious rush.
    

    
      ‘You enviable bastard… To think you’re about to have kids.’
    

    
      Time was in short supply, so even though there were so many lovable ladies around me, I didn’t have a single moment to kiss any of them. Spring arrived in such regrettable fashion. I choked up with emotion.
    

    
      “My lord, I have an urgent report.”
    

    
      “Hm? Urgent report?”
    

    
      The communicator welded on the inside of my helmet suddenly buzzed, so I hurriedly put it on. I had installed a communicator to the airplate helmet made by the elves. Actually, I even did so for the helmets of my most important commanding Skyknights.
    

    
      “A messenger lumikar has just come in from the Havis Kingdom. But…” the knight in charge of the communication line faltered.
    

    
      “What did it relay?”
    

    
      “The Laviter Kingdom is said to have moved their troops.”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      I’d predicted it from a mile away and was prepared, but actually hearing that they were coming gave me a pretty big shock.
    

    
      “I believe that you will have to come personally for more details, my lord.”
    

    
      “Well done.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      ‘They’re finally coming!’ I thought. If the Laviter Empire was on the move, they would arrive at our borders in half a month, at the latest.
    

    
      “Sir Derval, did you hear that?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege!”
    

    
      “From this moment onwards, the entire army shall be going into emergency standby. In particular, besides when they are on patrols, all Skyknights are to standby in their assigned positions.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      ‘How are you planning on getting here, my enemies? Huhu…’
    

    
      I might be surprised, but I wasn’t afraid. I was just curious as to how they would attack. If they crossed the Kovilan Mountains, wyverns could reach my territory in just a single day. But if they chose not to do that and decided to attack in coordination with ground troops, it would take them about half a month. No matter which method Laviter chose, I was prepared for them both.
    

    
      ‘You’ll realize later that this period, before we meet, is your happiest time…’
    

    
      We had done our best to prepare for an attack, but our current situation meant we needed to lay low and wait. However, things wouldn’t end like this. The Kang family’s motto was to return goodwill and animosity ten-fold.
    

    
      I clenched my fists. A battle had arrived on the heels of spring. The fateful moment that would decide Nerman’s future was fast approaching.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I-It is a disgrace. How could they insult our kingdom like this..."
    

    
      A terse meeting was underway in the royal councilroom of the Havis Kingdom.
    

    
      Last winter, Havis was able to crush the Roen Principality Army with the help of the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, and all the rebel forces were subdued. After the Roen Principality’s army was wiped out, the Havis royal family received a supplement of wyverns, and the rebel forces either surrendered or fled to other kingdoms. 
    

    
      The Havis Kingdom had spent a rather tumultuous winter. Loyal knights were deployed to every territory with new peerages, achieving a certain level of stability with the territories, and new knights were recruited to recover the foundation of Havis’ military power.
    

    
      But yesterday, a golden letter signifying an imperial mandate arrived from the Laviter Empire. The emperor’s letter said that Laviter would be attacking Nerman immediately and asked Havis to prepare their borders. It wasn’t a letter, but a directive.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Every noble gathered in the councilroom clenched their fists as they trembled in rage. However, that was all they could do. Besides Duke Safidian, not a single one of them was able to speak up. What other choice could a weak and minor nation make right now? They could only do as the empire wished.
    

    
      Rosiathe gave a command with a trembling voice. “Withdraw the troops stationed at the border. Also, evacuate the people living along the path the imperial troops will be traveling.”
    

    
      ‘I’m sorry… there’s nothing I can do for you.’
    

    
      Rosiathe struggled to hold back her tears. The Havis Kingdom had no choice but to obey the empire’s orders, but she felt anguish. That man had done his absolute best for her and the kingdom… Yet, she was unable to repay his kindness.
    

    
      “Argh…”
    

    
      Suppressed groans could be heard from the clenched teeth of the nobles.
    

    
      “Everyone, remember this day. The humiliation we have suffered today… shall be avenged in full. That shall be the goal we will live towards,” said Rosiathe in a quiet voice.
    

    
      “Yes, siiir!”
    

    
      The loyal knights of the Havis Kingdom who were now nobles responded to her words with reddened eyes. On this day, the core of the reborn Havis Kingdom vowed that they would show the world. They would show that the Havis Kingdom that had once dominated the continent was not dead yet…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Have the new spears been distributed?”
    

    
      “We were not able to get enough of them, but they have been distributed, with the Skyknights of the Third and Seventh Platoons receiving top priority.”
    

    
      “They’re impressive bastards. How could a place without a magic tower possess spears even we do not have…”
    

    
      A war was not decided by commands alone. Be it military power, tactics, or even supplies, not a single one could be missing, especially when facing an enemy like Nerman, a place capable of annihilating enemies many times their number. Duke Yanovis was well aware that Nerman possessed Blessed Spears and new weapons no other empire or kingdom on the continent had.
    

    
      “The new spears produced by the Imperial Magic Tower this time have an effective range of 2.5 km. Though the spears of the enemy have a range of 3 km, we should be able to defend a difference of that degree with our force in numbers.”
    

    
      “Huhuhu, naturally. No matter how new and fancy their spears are, it’ll be insignificant in front of sheer numbers.”
    

    
      “Yes. According to our information, they have recently increased their wyvern numbers to around 100, but our Imperial Army has invested around 500 wyverns in this battle. Unlike those rubbish Havis troops, all 500 of our men are elite Skyknights.”
    

    
      “When did you say His Highness will be coming?”
    

    
      “He will be coming soon. He has waited with bated breath for this day, so he will not tarry in the least.”
    

    
      Duke Yanovis, the Commander appointed for this war, was waiting for Prince Alskane in the Imperial Covert located in the Laviter capital. 200,000 imperial ground troops were already traveling through the Havis Kingdom. In fact, with the first subjugation war in a while on the horizon, Duke Yanovis could feel his heart racing. He had felt the same excitement when he crossed the Bertz Mountains 30 years ago and subjugated the Perkan Kingdom. He was old and didn’t have many years left to live, so this could be his final deployment.
    

    
      ‘Alskane will definitely sit on the throne. And then, Laviter will make Yukane, and later Baerkain, Havis, and Nerman all into imperial territory!’
    

    
      Despite his advanced age, Duke Yanovis wasn’t able to discard his dreams as a knight of the empire. His ambitions blazed brightly in his heart as he longed for the upcoming subjugation war.
    

    
      
        Cla-cla-clank.
      
    

    
      “Sir, they’re here.”
    

    
      Ten Skyknights could be seen at the entrance of the Imperial Covert. Among them was Prince Alskane, wearing an airplate made of gold and mithril alloy and a red cloak that fluttered behind him. His gait was as dashing as his attire.
    

    
      “Your Highness, welcome.”
    

    
      “Haha, what fine weather we have today.”
    

    
      Alskane had spent the entire winter in a state of hysteria, but now, he was smiling brightly as if nothing had ever happened.
    

    
      “It is a fine day for flying, Your Highness. Please go aloft at once. 200,000 imperial troops are waiting for Your Highness.”
    

    
      “I understand. Let us set off immediately.”
    

    
      When he was raging, Prince Alskane hadn’t thought twice before speaking rudely to a duke of the empire and his grandfather, but he was completely different now.
    

    
      
        Whumpf.
      
    

    
      The Prince leapt onto his newly assigned Gold Wyvern. Following his lead, the Imperial Skyknights jumped onto their Gold Wyverns, the symbol of the Laviter Empire.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap flap. Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      The Prince’s Gold Wyvern released a long cry as it flapped its wings. A moment later, it lightly pushed off the ground and surged into the air.
    

    
      
        Kiooooooo! Kyaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      The Imperial Skyknight and Duke Yanovis’ wyvern went aloft a beat later. They soon began to fly westward, heading towards the fearless enemy responsible for injuring their pride, an enemy with whom the Laviter Empire could not coexist under the same sky…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 131: The Stage is Set
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “The imperial army is moving through the Havis Kingdom?”
    

    
      “They are moving at quite the rapid pace.”
    

    
      “They are accustomed to war, so it’s only natural.”
    

    
      “500 wyverns, huh… What terrifying bastards they are. Just how many wyverns do they have?”
    

    
      Most of the information coming in piece by piece was sent in absolute secrecy from the Havis Kingdom. Currently, my knights were frowning while looking at a map of Nerman and the continent, dazed by the news that 500 wyverns were headed our way.
    

    
      ‘The continent’s assumption of Laviter’s wyvern numbers is wrong. If there are 500 wyverns with just two of the empire’s corps, if you add up the other 6 formal corps and even their two provisional corps, just how many wyverns does that make?’
    

    
      A kingdom was said to have five hundred at most and an empire twice that, but the Laviter Empire possessed an enormous wyvern force far too different from what was commonly known. They really were deserving of the title of the continent’s strongest empire.
    

    
      “Is everything going well with the observation forts near the Kovilan Mountains?”
    

    
      “It is not enough, but forts have been constructed in a total of seven places.”
    

    
      I wasn’t afraid of the enemies, but it would be really tricky if they attacked in a pincer. Denfors was the heart of Nerman, a location we couldn’t give up. It would be terrible if Laviter flew over the Kovilan Mountains and attacked while I was absent from the city. We were already hard-pressed to defend ourselves on one front, so we couldn’t divide our forces on two fronts.
    

    
      “How are the skills of the new Skyknights?”
    

    
      “They’re not yet as good as one would like, but they will certainly be able to pull their own weight.”
    

    
      Nerman’s primary knights were gathered in the office. Sir Shailt, the person I had charged with training the new Skyknights, made his report with a reliable voice.
    

    
      Irene, who had been listening quietly on the side, turned towards me. She was representing the Imperial Knights in this meeting. “Is there anything we can do?”
    

    
      “Please take care of your safety as well as the safety of the two royalties.”
    

    
      “Alright…”
    

    
      We could use every wyvern we could get, but the safety of Denfors and her guests was important too.
    

    
      ‘The Imperial Skyknights and the paladins are here, so I can rest assured.’
    

    
      The Imperial Skyknights and paladins would not hesitate to offer their lives for the sake of royalty and the Saintess. The reinforcements at my back were unexpectedly strong.
    

    
      “I presume you have already ordered the spring plowing to continue until further orders?”
    

    
      “I did as you ordered, sir.”
    

    
      Only mana users could control dravits. We were low on knights, but even so, we couldn’t abandon the spring plowing.
    

    
      “How is the placement of the ballistas we received from the dwarves?”
    

    
      “Around 100 were installed in Denfors, and an additional 50 were added to Gadain Castle.”
    

    
      ‘Those numbers are a bit low.’
    

    
      Ideally, I would have liked to plaster Denfors’ castle walls with ballistas, but the amount of mithril the magic furnace could melt and the number of dwarves who could work with mithril were both limited. In addition, the ballistas could only be used by knights capable of using mana. In one thing or another, there wasn’t a single thing that wasn’t lacking.
    

    
      ‘I suppose all that’s left is to wait for them to cross the border.’
    

    
      The enemies weren’t familiar with Nerman’s terrain. We only had plains, an ‘easy’ terrain that invited carelessness, but that was the reason why the plains were such tricky terrain. Without anything to serve as a landmark in the endless plains, it was easier to lose one’s sense of direction.
    

    
      “We’ll conclude the meeting for today with this. Other than Sir Derval, everyone should return to their assigned stations!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      There was a rare nervousness on the faces of the knights. It was completely different from when we fought with the Havis Kingdom nobles. This was a battle with the Laviter Empire, the strongest nation in the continent. Taut nerves were unavoidable.
    

    
      “Whew…” Once the knights left, I let out a long breath.
    

    
      “My liege, are you alright?”
    

    
      “I think I was tensed up without realizing it.”
    

    
      “That is only natural. I have not told you, but to be honest, I haven’t been able to sleep these days.”
    

    
      “That’s why I told you to get married. You’re already pretty old, so if you keep going like this, you’ll die alone.”
    

    
      “How could I get married before my lord? Also… there’s no way a lady would like me.”
    

    
      Unlike when I was with other people, I could relax around Derval.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. Once this war ends, I’ll find you a lovely lady.”
    

    
      “Well, you don’t have to do so…”
    

    
      Despite his words, Derval looked rather eager. I felt my tense nerves relaxing at that sight.
    

    
      “Have any confidence?”
    

    
      “I am simply putting my faith in you, my liege.”
    

    
      Derval’s trust in me was on the level of a fanatic. But this was why I liked him. It was human nature to do their best for the sake of those who believed in them.
    

    
      “But the numbers are too great, aren’t they?”
    

    
      “To be honest, 200,000 is an unimaginable force. Nerman’s whole population is just over 550,000, so 200,000 troops is just…”
    

    
      Derval shook his head to and fro.
    

    
      ‘There really are a lot.’
    

    
      Nerman had just 10,000 formal soldiers. The old people and those who had many mouths to feed were all turned into reserve forces in the recent military reorganization, and if you took them into account, we had a total of 30,000. Our saving grace was that at least 3,000 of those formal troops were cavalry, and we had a lot of knights who could use mana.
    

    
      ‘Elite troops are good and all, but a certain level of numbers is necessary too.’
    

    
      It wasn’t like we were trying to shoot the movie Sparta. Making a legend of defeating 200,000 with 30,000 was a bit far-fetched. If things went awry, we would lose the majority of the territory’s youths and turn into a territory specialized in the production of widows.
    

    
      ‘There’s no helping it, I have to ask for help.’
    

    
      It looked like Nerman would be safe for a while as long as we could survive the upcoming crisis. Bajran’s gangster emperor was a bit worrisome, but he was someone who would aim for prey bigger than Nerman.
    

    
      “Derval, it would be nice if we had reinforcements, right?”
    

    
      “Reinforcements? The rumors must have already spread far and wide throughout the continent, so who would help us? Even mercenaries would not come even if we offered them bags of Gold.”
    

    
      I didn’t trust mercenaries anyway. In the beginning of last year, we brought in a lot of mercenaries, but at least half of them sought their freedom and left. They were people who lived like tumbleweeds riding the wind. Such people were even less reliable than me.
    

    
      “If, and I mean if, I could bring some reinforcements, would you accept them? No matter who they are?”
    

    
      “If they are willing to help, then I would gladly revere troops from the Bajran Empire as my elders.”
    

    
      Derval loved the territory as much as I did.
    

    
      “Then I’ll be back.”
    

    
      “Pardon? A-Are there really reinforcements willing to help us?”
    

    
      “Huhu, I’m gonna go into the mountains to negotiate a bit with the demon beasts. I just have to tell them they can eat until they burst for a few months if they help us.”
    

    
      “... My liege.”
    

    
      Derval took my joke with a doubtful look, but I couldn’t tell him yet. I couldn’t tell him who I was planning on bringing as reinforcements.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      War horns rang out in two long peals.
    

    
      
        Clank clank clank clank clank.
      
    

    
      There, on the expansive plains, stood an army 200,000 strong, all equipped with well-maintained armor and weapons. The troops of the Laviter Empire were standing in perfect textbook formation.
    

    
      
        Whoooooosh.
      
    

    
      It was early spring, but the remnants of frosty air had not yet dissipated. The cold wind swept through the ranks of the motionless soldiers.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      The heavy cries of wyverns could be heard in the air.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      And then, hundreds of wyverns flew over the tops of the soldiers.
    

    
      It was an impressive sight. These were the wyverns of the Third and Seventh Platoons of Laviter’s Western Corps. Flags bearing a Gold Dragon, an emblem signifying that they were formal imperial corps wyverns, were clasped under their wyvern armors. It was a sight that could easily strike terror into an enemy’s heart, inciting them to flee. The imperial corps’ wyvern swarm had as many wyverns as most kingdoms had altogether. As they flew, they cast a massive shadow on the ground, as if filling the sky with dark clouds.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      Among the flock came the loud cry of a certain wyvern.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      From within the hundreds of rapidly flying wyverns, appeared several Gold Wyverns. They circled the 200,000-man army once, as if casting down a blessing.
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      Upon seeing the Gold Wyverns that represented the Laviter Imperial Family, the soldiers raised a cheer so loud the very earth seemed to quake. They raised their swords and spears, screaming in elation due to the Gold Wyverns.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      And then, under the gazes of every soldier there, the Gold Wyverns slowly landed in a clearing made by the soldiers.
    

    
      “Saluuuuuuuute!”
    

    
      Once the wyverns landed safely with the sure beats of their wings, dozens of officers and hundreds of knights shouted a salute, putting their right hands to their hearts and bowing their heads in a show of knightly respect.
    

    
      Under the devoted respect from the nobles and knights, a man descended from the Gold Wyvern at the very front of the entourage. He was wearing an airplate made of gold and mithril alloy. His red cloak, a symbol of his royal identity, fluttered in the wind. 
    

    
      “All men, raise your heads.”
    

    
      The words were spoken quietly, but were full of authority. The nobles and knights of the Laviter Empire raised their heads.
    

    
      “The Third Platoon and Count Halsvaine are humbled to be in the presence of Your Highness!”
    

    
      “The Seventh Platoon and Count Harntes humbly greet Your Highness!”
    

    
      “We humbly greet Your Highness!”
    

    
      Once their highest superiors, the platoon leaders, gave their greetings, the other nobles and knights greeted the Prince.
    

    
      “Let us do our best together.”
    

    
      As soon as the subjugation of Nerman was finalized, Prince Alskane discarded his impatience. He was still young, but he had more than enough majesty as a member of the Imperial Family.
    

    
      “Please come inside. Your Highness, and Your Excellency, the Commander.”
    

    
      Prince Alskane was not the only noble presence there. Duke Yanovis, who had been appointed Commander by the Emperor himself, was standing next to the Prince.
    

    
      “Your Highness, let us go inside. We will begin a planning meeting right away.”
    

    
      “No, it’s fine. You are the Commander of this subjugation army, are you not. Pay no heed to me and chair the meeting. I will go look around the surroundings.”
    

    
      “Please do as Your Highness wishes.”
    

    
      Prince Alskane was giving way to Duke Yanovis. It seemed he had matured in no time at all. If only he did not go into hysterics regarding Kyre of Nerman, he looked perfectly fit to become the emperor right this moment.
    

    
      Alskane merely received greetings from the men before getting back on his wyvern and going aloft in a flutter of wingbeats. Imperial Skyknights followed him, sticking to him like shadows.
    

    
      They flew westward, in the direction of the bastard Alskane wished to subjugate even one hour faster.
      

    

    
      “Please, take me with you!”
    

    
      “It will be dangerous…”
    

    
      “Dying for the Great Guardian Warrior would be our clan’s honor!”
    

    
      “Please take him with you. That is what the Great Shaman would want as well.”
    

    
      ‘I would take you even if you didn’t insist, dude.’
    

    
      This was why I came to the Aishwen Tribe of the Temir. When I told them that Nerman was in trouble, Kantahar strongly requested that I take him with me, and Kantahar’s father, Chief Merkada, gave his permission.
    

    
      “There are wyverns I haven’t seen before outside. Where’d they come from?”
    

    
      Casual speech came flowing naturally from me. Lokoroïa had told me that the position of Great Guardian Warrior was nearly on par with her own, so I should treat all Temir tribesmen as my subordinates.
    

    
      “That is all thanks to you, Great Guardian Warrior. The Great Shaman granted us three wyverns, saying that we were the ones who led the fated Great Guardian Warrior to her.”
    

    
      ‘The lass sure does things cleanly.’
    

    
      When we were hunting, she looked as valiant as Jeanne d’Arc. Despite her youth, she was clear on rewards and punishment.
    

    
      “Relay this letter for me.”
    

    
      “This is…?”
    

    
      “It is a very important letter. Once you pass it over, Lokoroïa will take care of things on her own initiative.”
    

    
      “Understood!”
    

    
      He wasn’t even my subordinate, but the chief responded as surely as if he really was one.
    

    
      ‘Lass, I trust you.’
    

    
      I could also go to her in person, but I feared what she would do when she saw me. However, I absolutely needed her help. We needed a 1-ton hammer to hit Laviter in the back of the head.
    

    
      “Is there anything you need to prepare?”
    

    
      “No, sir. We can leave right now.”
    

    
      I wasn’t joking when I said it was really dangerous, but Kantahar was excited. He had asked me to take him along back when I returned to Nerman last time, but I refused him. It would be a pain in the ass to explain if he spilled the beans about me being the Great Guardian Warrior. However, it was different this time. There was a time and place for everything.
    

    
      The time to reveal that I had become the Great Guardian Warrior of the Temir folk had come.
    

    
      “Then let’s go.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      Kantahar had apparently seen it often, because he smoothly imitated a knight’s response.
    

    
      ‘Try your best, and I’ll formally appoint you as a knight.’
    

    
      Derval, or rather, no one, knew that Nerman’s population far exceeded 550,000.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Count Irene fled?”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      “And she took my lovable little siblings and went to Nerman?”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The voice of the master of the Bajran Empire, Poltviran, was dangerously low.
    

    
      “Count Silveron, do you see me as an idiot?”
    

    
      At the same time as his enthronement, Poltviran had conferred Viscount Silveron to counthood.
    

    
      
        Crunch, crunch.
      
    

    
      The Emperor chewed loudly on a big, delicious-looking apple.
    

    
      “What does Your Majesty mean by that? Your Majesty is more—”
    

    
      
        Fwiiip! Bam!
      
    

    
      “Agh…”
    

    
      The apple burst into pieces on Count Silveron’s face, interrupting him.
    

    
      “Kukukuku.”
    

    
      The Emperor’s madness was like unpredictable sparks. The mad Emperor cruelly cut up one of the Bajran Empire’s few marquises and even brought downfall to his family. Not long had passed since Poltviran’s crowning, but his notoriety had already spread to the furthest reaches of the empire. Several dozen innocent noble houses had already suffered complete ruin.
    

    
      “You should handle things properly so I can rest well. To think you would let those insignificant pests slip through…”
    

    
      Inside the large Grand Throne Room, the ten or so Imperial Guards charged with protecting the Emperor and Count Silveron could feel the chill creeping into the Emperor’s bored tone. Once that quiet, drawling voice came out, tragedy struck. Such a sequence had happened dozens of times already.
    

    
      “Didn’t you say the Laviter trash was advancing on Nerman right now?”
    

    
      “Y-Yes, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      “Then our empire cannot stand idle, either.”
    

    
      Count Silveron carefully glanced at Emperor Poltviran. His madness now and back when he was the Crown Prince were entirely different. Not only had he become the emperor in status, but his madness had also grown to emperor-heights. 
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      He had become the emperor, but Duke Ormere was handling all the important matters. So it was a surprise that Emperor Poltviran suddenly brought up the Laviter Empire, saying Bajran could not stand idle.
    

    
      “Call them all in.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Inform all of our subordinates. We do not like that Krantz Kingdom ambassador who came yesterday. How dare he offer that pittance as a tribute. We shall use this opportunity to clearly show them the majesty of Bajran. Kukuku.”
    

    
      Poltviran’s ridiculous nitpicking found fault with the Krantz Kingdom, a nation sharing a border with the Bajran Empire. The kingdom had sent over demon beast hides, mithril, gold, various gems, and more. They had sent Bajran a huge tribute to celebrate the new emperor’s enthronement.
    

    
      But the Emperor they wished to flatter treated their tribute as a pittance. If the kingdom’s ambassador had heard such a thing, he would have likely kowtowed for forgiveness to the point of splitting his skull.
    

    
      It was only a single command from the emperor. A single command could wipe a kingdom off the map of the continent.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Y-You want us to arm all the slaves, my lord?”
    

    
      “Yes. Do we have enough weapons and armor?”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      When I ordered him to arm all of the Temir warriors we had previously captured as slaves, Derval stared at me with bewilderment, his expression asking how a sane person could possibly order such a thing.
    

    
      “My liege, there are over 2,000 of them. And they are all people well acquainted with battle, all remarkable warriors. If we arm such men, it could spell the end of the territory if something were to happen.” Derval resolutely divulged his opinion.
    

    
      “Worry not. They would jump into the flames of death at a single command from me.”
    

    
      “What do you mean by that…?”
    

    
      Because he was used to doing things out of nowhere and creating positive results, it seemed Derval had realized something.
    

    
      “Didn’t I say it last time? That we have established a permanent peace treaty with the Temir folk.” 
    

    
      “But that…”
    

    
      “I’m only revealing it now, but the Temir and I are no longer enemies. I have become their Great Guardian Warrior.”
    

    
      “Great Guardian Warrior?”
    

    
      Not much was known about the Temir tribes, so I wasn’t surprised that Derval was unfamiliar with the title.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, how am I supposed to reveal that I’m the lass’ pimp?’ I’d even received wyverns as a dowry from the Temir. There was no way out of it now. ‘If I can ‘sacrifice’ this body of mine to enable Nerman to flourish, why wouldn’t I?’
    

    
      Actually, wasn’t it a truly noble spirit of sacrifice? It absolutely wasn’t because I wanted to do anything to that squirt Lokoroïa, really, I'm serious. There was indeed a time when I momentarily envied the friends of mine who had younger girlfriends, however, I would never voluntarily get involved with a minor like that. I simply resolved myself to walk the path of a mighty saint sacrificing his one and only body for Nerman’s sake. No, I had to think that way. I had to brainwash myself in order to block the thing called ‘a conscience’ aching painfully in one corner of my heart.
    

    
      “Sir Derval, it was a decision I could do nothing about. The Temir tribes have more powerful forces than we thought. The number of wyverns they own exceeds a whopping five hundred, and they have over 100,000 warriors.”
    

    
      “!! F-Five hundred?!”
    

    
      Just as I expected, Derval reeled at my words. Of course, it was a slight exaggeration, there were wild wyverns they could tame all over the mountains, so five hundred wyverns wasn’t that far off.
    

    
      “As such, I forged a pledge with the Great Shaman ruling the Temir tribes, Lokoroïa. A pledge where we would create a permanent peace treaty… on the condition I would become the Great Guardian Warrior who protects her.”
    

    
      Because I was going with the ‘this was unavoidable’ shtick, I established the mood with a grave tone.
    

    
      “M-My liege…” called Derval with teary eyes.
    

    
      The poster child of spicy Korean dishes, jjamppong, would be nothing without the addition of spicy pepper. In other words, I needed to nail in the hammer with one last seasoning that would fire up Derval’s heart, which was already swirling with emotion.
    

    
      “Believe in me, Sir Derval. I will become a lord who will never disappoint Nerman and you all.”
    

    
      “I-I understand. I will have them armed at once.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Derval…”
    

    
      “It is nothing. The sight of you fiercely loving Nerman… Even if this one died, this one would never be able to match you. I respect you, my liege!”
    

    
      This passionate praise was something I could only get from Derval.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, thank you, Derval.’
    

    
      I was nodding with a hard expression, but on the inside, I was incredibly happy. If Derval was this accepting, there wouldn’t be any complaints from the other knights, either.
    

    
      “For now, send all the armed Temir warriors to Gadain Castle.”
    

    
      “By your will, my liege.”
    

    
      ‘We’ll give up on the places we can’t hold. We cannot defend the entire territory.’
    

    
      I would have liked to stop them right at the territory borders, but the fortress that was in planning there hadn’t even begun construction. As such, we would set the front lines around Gadain Castle, just like when we battled the Havis nobles.
    

    
      “Has there been no further contact from the Havis Kingdom?”
    

    
      “There has. They say that the Commander appointed for the Laviter offensive is one of the people from the empire’s 5 ducal households, a maternal relative of royalty, Duke Yanovis.”
    

    
      “By Duke Yanovis, are you talking about the Mad Cow of Laviter?”
    

    
      “Yes. He was the top contributor in the destruction of the Perkan Kingdom 30 years ago. He led a special squadron over the Bertz Mountains and occupied the royal castle. It was because of him that the Perkan Kingdom, which was holding up well against the Laviter Empire up to that point, could be brought to ruin in a short period of time.”
    

    
      This was a story even I knew about. I’d heard of Laviter’s legendary knight while at the Bajran Empire’s knight academy. He was a war hero who took the wyverns of his ducal household and launched a nighttime assault on the Perkan castle, capturing the king alive and ending the war prematurely. Because of his massive height and bull-like face, he was called the Mad Cow.
    

    
      “Nice, I wanted to see him once anyway.”
    

    
      “They also said that a prince of the empire is participating.”
    

    
      “A prince?”
    

    
      “I believe you know him well, my liege. He is the previous master of the Gold Wyverns lounging in the covert’s front yard right now.”
    

    
      ‘Geh…’
    

    
      To be honest, this war was completely my fault. The Laviter Empire wasn’t bored enough to attack Nerman without justification. It was all because I tried to kill the Prince, and stole their Gold Wyverns, the very symbol of Laviter’s honor.
    

    
      “Haha, if we can catch him, that would be frickin’ awesome.”
    

    
      “T-The Prince?”
    

    
      “Well, not like it’s the first time…”
    

    
      ‘That brat, he hasn’t tasted enough hell.’ It was a shame I hadn’t stomped him to the point where he would pee at the mere thought of me.
    

    
      “For now, I will arm the slaves, no, the allies, as you wish.”
    

    
      “Choose good armaments for them.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      There was a pile of armor and weapons in the warehouse in Gadain Castle, all gifts the Havis nobles had tearfully left behind.
    

    
      ‘The stage has been set, and we just have to wait for the extras.’
    

    
      We had prepared ourselves for the Laviter invasion well ahead of time. We’d done our best with the defenses; there was nothing more we could do.
    

    
      ‘Shall I go for a little flight, then?’
    

    
      I had no intention of letting them off lightly. This was my land. I would give any invaders a hot taste of hell… by putting my fingers up their ass!
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 132: Life is One Big Battle
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “The Kyre Road?”
    

    
      “Yes. Surprisingly, Nerman has built a road from the borders all the way to Denfors, which can be called the center of the territory.”
    

    
      “But isn’t it just a gravel road?”
    

    
      “It is not. It’s a perfect road that enables carriages to travel at several times their usual speed.”
    

    
      “Unbelievable. For there to be a real road in a place that was supposed to be a paradise for monsters up till very recently… But you seem to be a new face. Who are you?”
    

    
      “Your Excellency, Sir Lukence is the lord who effectively ruled Nerman before the man named Kyre appeared.”
    

    
      The Laviter Empire Army’s planning meeting was underway in a large tent. Along with the Commander, Duke Yanovis, the leaders of the Third and Seventh Platoons, as well as 100 important nobles participating in the battle, were carrying out the meeting. As they were doing so, Lukence stepped out from behind the Third Platoon leader and provided them with detailed information about Nerman.
    

    
      “Is that so? But how did you find out something that even the empire’s intelligence network wasn’t able to find out?”
    

    
      “The man named Kyre is far more cunning than his age would suggest. Even for the Rubis Merchants, the company most active with Nerman, he has only opened the borders once to them. Also, using national security as an excuse, he has thoroughly restricted the entry and exit of mercenaries and regular merchants. However, I have loyal men planted in Nerman. They are the ones who relayed this information to me.”
    

    
      “Haha, I see. It’s a relief that we have been able to find out something like that, though later than I would have liked. Do you have any other information to share?”
    

    
      Lukence had suddenly revealed his identity as the former provisional lord of Nerman. His bony physique and the scar above his right eye gave him a tough-willed appearance. 
    

    
      “The surveillance has been extraordinarily strict, so I do not know the details, but their main forces are concentrated in my former castle, Gadain, and Denfors, and the rest of the forces have been spread out to the former Bajran Empire fortress, Ciaris, and Orakk Castle.”
    

    
      “Haha, what laughable fools they are. Their strength would be lacking even if they concentrated their forces in one place, but they divided up troops as pitiful as an orc’s tail?”
    

    
      “Your Excellency, I may be overstepping my station with these words, but please do not underestimate him.”
    

    
      After losing his base due to Kyre, Viscount Lukence dedicated himself to working in the Third Platoon of the Laviter Empire, a group he’d been well acquainted with before. After many months, he finally grasped his chance to get revenge.
    

    
      “Do you mean to say that there is a chance that such a man could possibly defeat our Imperial Army?” asked Duke Yanovis, giving Lukence a look of interest.
    

    
      The nobles in the tent glared at Lukence unhappily. If things went south, it could get dicey for Lukence.
    

    
      He swallowed nervously before opening his mouth. “In less than a year, he brought a single hybrid wyvern with him and seized Nerman, became a count of the Bajran Empire, built a wyvern force of 100 and a knight order of over 1,000. He also firmly captured the hearts of the residents living in Nerman. In addition, as all of the nobles here probably know, not long ago, he instantly devoured 250 wyverns and 50,000 men belonging to nobles who can be called the core strength of the Havis Kingdom. That is not all. According to my information, the main culprit responsible for wiping out the Roen Principality’s army when they attacked the Havis Kingdom was Kyre.”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      When Lukence finished speaking, the imperial nobles exclaimed with shock. They thought the rumors going around the continent regarding the ‘Battle God’ Lord of Nerman were exaggerated, but through Lukence, they found out that even the rumors were downplaying Kyre’s achievements. Not a single person here could accomplish the same feats in a single year.
    

    
      “The man is also at least a 6th Circle magic swordsman. On top of that, he is also a summoner who can summon a high spirit.”
    

    
      “W-What did you say? A magic swordsman, and a High Summoner?!”
    

    
      “That’s ridiculous! How can someone who uses magic summon a spirit?”
    

    
      “Hmph! Are you telling us to believe such a blatant lie?”
    

    
      All of the noble knights here were old hands in military matters. They jumped up in outrage, as if rejecting Lukence’s words.
    

    
      “If you pay a little bit of attention, everyone here will be able to confirm it for themselves. And that’s not all. The power of the new weapons he has developed exceeds all imagination. The new Blessed Spears boast an effective range of 3 km, he has developed an anti-wyvern and infantry crossbow, and to top things off, most of his territory’s soldiers are even armed with dwarven-made weapons. Do you still think he is an easy target?”
    

    
      Lukence’s voice rang out quietly in the meeting tent, but not a single person was able to retort this time. They hadn’t even dreamed that Nerman’s Kyre was such a formidable foe.
    

    
      “Normal soldiers have dwarven-made weapons? Impressive. To think that weapons that Imperial Knights cannot wield out of scarcity are being used by soldiers. Hahahahaha, how astonishing! Astonishing!”
    

    
      Commander Yanovis burst out in unrestrained guffaws, but his expression was far from being astonished.
    

    
      Duke Yanovis raised the eyes that gave him the nickname ‘Mad Cow’ and got Lukence’s attention. “You called yourself Lukence, did you not?”
    

    
      “Pardon? Yes, Your Excellency.”
    

    
      “What are your thoughts on the Imperial Army?”
    

    
      “T-That is…”
    

    
      “I asked just in case you were perhaps thinking that our soldiers were cut from the same cloth as the Havis Kingdom or other kingdoms.”
    

    
      “No, not at all. How could I dare to doubt the skills of the brave, elite warriors of Laviter?”
    

    
      “Correct. How could those motley Nerman soldiers, used to hunting monsters or such, possibly compare to the loyal and brave elite soldiers of His Majesty? And you say Kyre is a 6th Circle magic swordsman and summoner? Kukuku, a single hand cannot block swords flying in from all directions. Even if he himself is strong, he is only one person, and our Imperial Army has dozens, no, hundreds, of strong men. Do you still think that he could possibly do anything about us?”
    

    
      Duke Yanovis formulated it as a question, but his words were filled with obvious displeasure.
    

    
      “N-No! I apologize, it was a slip of the tongue. No kingdom on this continent, much less that man, could block the footsteps of Your Excellency and Laviter’s soldiers!” His face paling, Lukence scrambled to brownnose.
    

    
      “Haha, it seems your senses have returned to normal now.” Duke Yanovis laughed heartily. “Men, worry not. Do not forget that the Imperial Magic Tower produced a new model of Blessed Spears in absolute secrecy for this battle, and they have been distributed. Moreover, the loyal knights and soldiers of His Majesty are knights among knights and soldiers among soldiers who do not fear death, are they not? Trust and follow me. I will end a foe as insignificant as Nerman in half a month!”
    

    
      “Yes, siiir!”
    

    
      Duke Yanovis’ declaration was brimming with utter confidence. The noble knights inside the tent saluted him with fired up hearts. Their leader was the Mad Cow, Commander Yanovis, the hero who achieved the legendary feat of taking 100 Skyknights of the duchy to attack the royal castle of Perkan and capture the king. Having seen that legend themselves or grown up hearing about it, it was impossible for the noble knights to not believe him.
    

    
      ‘Foolish bastards… In the near future, you will hit the ground and regret.’
    

    
      The man named Kyre had grown to the point where Lukence could not eliminate him with his strength alone. Lukence, who had defected to the Laviter Empire in order to kill him, sneered inside his heart. 
    

    
      Even now, he could not forget that man’s valiance and skill. Inwardly, he thought the Laviter Army would likely experience an unforgettable time of their own in this expedition.
      

    

    
      The news that the Laviter Army had just crossed our borders had me feeling antsy, so I went up Denfors’ tallest watchtower. All the soldiers realized I wanted to be alone and fled, but Russell came up. Because I was just too busy last winter, we hadn’t been able to properly catch up, if you could call it that. She quietly walked up to my side.
    

    
      “It’s a good place.”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “I’m talking about Nerman. It’s really great.”
    

    
      As she spoke, she gazed out at the plains stretching out freely into the distance.
    

    
      “You like it?”
    

    
      “Yeah, I really like it.”
    

    
      “Then live here for the rest of your life. I’d welcome your stay here anytime.”
    

    
      The memories I had of being at the knight academy dorms with Russell were unforgettable to me. I had really messed with her a lot back then, not knowing she was a crossdressing girl.
    

    
      “Can I? Really?”
    

    
      “Naturally. I, the lord, is giving permission, so who would dare to say no? Just trust me.”
    

    
      “Hoho, thanks.”
    

    
      Russell laughed, her somewhat short, shoulder-length blue hair moving as she did so. It was a laugh I’d never heard from her, a cute and feminine laugh. The tension seizing my heart seemed to melt away.
    

    
      “I thought about you often.”
    

    
      “Pft, I thought about you every day.”
    

    
      Russell, who only showed her female side in front of me, stuck out her tongue a bit with an aggrieved expression.
    

    
      “But you’re still going around as a man? It’s about time to take off that mask, isn’t it?”
    

    
      “Countess Irene knows. But she told me to keep living like this. She said there are many exhausting things about living as a woman.”
    

    
      ‘Irene’s got a pretty unique personality herself.’
    

    
      These days, Irene didn’t denounce me as a playboy whenever she saw me anymore. If I put even a little bit of strength in my gaze, she would blush. She had become the flight instructor for Igis and the little Prince, so it wasn’t easy to catch sight of her lately.
    

    
      “Call it over.”
    

    
      “Who?”
    

    
      “Your underling.”
    

    
      “I think you’re the only one who would call a spirit an ‘underling,’ Kyre.”
    

    
      Instead of calling me titles like ‘count’ or ‘my lord,’ she spoke in a far more familiar manner. Only Russell would dare to be this casual with me. But I didn’t feel an ounce of displeasure or anger. Only Russell, my friend, had permission to do so. She was, first and foremost, my friend.
    

    
      “Shuriel~!”
    

    
      
        Flaaaash.
      
    

    
      “Nice response time!”
    

    
      The silver eagle came forth as soon as Russell called its name, flapping its wings of wind about 10 meters in the air in front of us as it awaited orders.
    

    
      “But Kyre, you’re a summoner too, aren’t you! Hmph! You even tricked me… You’re too much!”
    

    
      I did, after all, summon the high-grade wind spirit, Djinn, in order to save the Princess and Prince’s group. Russell made an expression of anger.
    

    
      “But you also tricked me, didn’t you?”
    

    
      “W-What?”
    

    
      
        Grab.
      
    

    
      “Oh my!”
    

    
      My hand responded to her flustered ‘what’ by pulling Russell in. We were in the tallest watchtower in Denfors, a nice location hidden from prying eyes (unless you were flying).
    

    
      ‘Aw man, this damned airplate!’
    

    
      However, Russell’s hard airplate interfered with my first happiness with Russell in a while.
    

    
      “W-What are you doing, Kyre…” whispered Russell in a tiny squeak.
    

    
      “Like I said, I wanted to see you.”
    

    
      My words definitely sounded like they came from a playboy. Just a few words had Russell’s silver eyes sparkling.
    

    
      ‘All women who’ve been stamped by my lips are mine!’
    

    
      I was someone who had a definite sense of ‘sovereign will’. 
    

    
      Drawn by the raging blood pumped out by my wildly beating heart, I drew closer to Russell’s moist lips.
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      Russell closed her eyes and accepted my approach, as if tacitly saying she had been waiting for this moment. A sweet moan came from her lips and floated away in the wind.
    

    
      ‘What’re you staring at, you dumb bird! Lower your eyes!’ I glared at Shuriel, the spirit that was suddenly summoned from the Spirit Realm and was now watching a 15+ scene.
    

    
      
        Kiooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Under the piercing gaze of someone contracted to an arch-grade wind spirit, Shuriel squawked and returned to the Spirit Realm.
    

    
      ‘Acting all pure…’
    

    
      Even in this critical moment, my displeasure towards birds came lashing out. Shuriel and that Cassanova Bebeto were on completely different levels, but to me, they both felt like lustful birdbrains.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Clank clank clank clank. Thud thud thud thud! Kioooooooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      After the Laviter Army passed through the Havis Kingdom and arrived on Nerman land, they proceeded swiftly on the road spread out beautifully before them, the Kyre Road.
    

    
      ‘It’s impressive.’
    

    
      Hearing about the Kyre Road and seeing it for himself was a different feeling entirely. As he flew slowly above Nerman, Duke Yanovis could not help but secretly exclaim in surprise. The wide road, which could easily fit around three carriages, stretched out endlessly over the plains.
    

    
      ‘Just how in the world was he able to construct a road like that?’
    

    
      The Laviter Empire also had a paved road around 10 km long centered around the capital. Considering the empire’s status, it had still taken a significant amount of effort to build. However, this road, which got its name from the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, was on a different level entirely. It wasn’t a path made with stones roughly cut and fitted together. Yanovis didn’t know what the material was, but the road was very flat and incredibly smooth. Their supply carriages were moving so freely on the road that it almost seemed as if they were sliding forward.
    

    
      ‘Capturing him alive would be best.’
    

    
      The more Yanovis thought about it, the more he was impressed by the man’s talent. The difference in the value of an offensive mage that was mostly used in battle and a mage that could make magic items was like heaven and earth. Most knights and soldiers thought more highly of offensive mages, but magic towers and the empire valued mages who could produce items far more. An offensive mage could only be used in battle, but an item production mage was a valuable resource that could be used not only in battle, but in many other ways.
    

    
      ‘It’s a relief that His Highness has recovered his former composure.’
    

    
      To avoid making the same mistakes as the army of Havis’ nobles, he had investigated Nerman’s strategies ahead of time. As such, they always had a minimum of 200 wyverns up in the air, protecting the main force. At the center of those wyverns was the Prince of Laviter, Alskane, who was confidently flying his Gold Wyvern.
    

    
      ‘Come, Lord of Nerman, Kyre.’
    

    
      As soon as he heard the warning from Lukence, Yanovis’ heart started racing. That bloody nighttime ambush he initiated with his territory’s Skyknights 30 years ago in the Perkan Kingdom… If it hadn’t been for the idiotic king appearing in the royal covert in an attempt to escape, Yanovis and his men would have been completely annihilated.
    

    
      But by some twist of fate, Duke Yanovis survived and became a war hero. He wanted to tell the continent again. He wanted to tell all of Kallian that Yanovis von Vermillion was not dead yet…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Their defenses are watertight. Their formation is textbook perfect.”
    

    
      “They are really hard-headed. We tried showing weaknesses to lure them, but they refuse to react to any of our provocations and are slowly proceeding in formation.”
    

    
      “Because they are using the Kyre Road, they should reach Gadain Castle by tomorrow.”
    

    
      Having returned from patrol flights, the knights gathered in the office showed their frustration at the level-headed strategy of the Laviter Army.
    

    
      “My liege, at this rate, there will be an all-out war at Gadain Castle.”
    

    
      I stared silently at a map of Nerman, feeling the gazes of Derval and my knights on me.
    

    
      “Retreat.”
    

    
      “W-What?”
    

    
      “R-Retreat?”
    

    
      “Move the soldiers and all important equipment in Gadain Castle by tonight to Denfors.”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “My liege!”
    

    
      The knights reeled in shock. They had seen Gadain Castle as the first line of defense, so it was no wonder that they were surprised.
    

    
      “Do it. This was something I planned in advance.”
    

    
      I dispatched troops to Gadain Castle in order to sound out their strategy. And now, I was sure of their strategy. They were using the defeat of Havis’ noble army as a foundation for their tactics.
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The knights acquiesced as soon as I said it was planned. They weren’t completely in the know about my plans.
    

    
      ‘I trust them, but there are still too many eyes in Nerman.’
    

    
      I had a bad feeling somehow. We did our best to restrict all information about Nerman, but the Laviter Empire was completely informed about Nerman. Even now, I was getting reports that Laviter was keeping their guard up in the rear in order to defend against the troops in Fort Ciaris. On top of that, they knew all the locations of the newly constructed intermediate forts and were seizing them one after another.
    

    
      I didn’t think their objective was Gadain Castle. If we concentrated all of our forces in Gadain Castle, they would probably bypass it and go straight for Denfors.
    

    
      “Sir Shailt, have you instructed the soldiers and residents to not resist even when the enemies appear?”
    

    
      “I have done as ordered, sir.”
    

    
      “Sir Derval, any movements from the Kovilan Mountains?”
    

    
      “None, sir.”
    

    
      ‘That’s a relief, at least.’
    

    
      The thing I had feared most was a pincer attack from them. If they crossed the Kovilan Mountains with wyverns and kept Denfors in check, we would be completely cornered in a bloody war of resistance. But thankfully, Laviter did not divide their forces, taking absolute confidence in their assurance that they would never, ever lose.
    

    
      “Assist in the retreat of Gadain Castle at once. You can use wyverns to move the ballistas to designated locations on the Denfors walls. All other soldiers are to use carriages to swiftly retreat!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The knights must have much they wanted to ask me, but they continued forward with faith in me.
    

    
      Soon, they would see what kind of person their liege was.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “D-Does Your Majesty intend to wage war?!”
    

    
      “Why not? Is there a reason I can’t? If the Krantz bastards that insulted me, the emperor of this empire, are left alone, won’t the other kingdoms and the people of the world mock me as a fool? Before that happens, I’ll give them a scorching lesson!” 
    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty, but the Krantz Kingdom is in an alliance with the other three kingdoms. If we wage war, it could balloon into an ordeal we might not be able to handle.”
    

    
      “Kukuku, since when did our empire fear the actions of such trivial kingdoms? If those minor kingdoms dare to resist, all we must do is trample them down… It seems you have become afraid of many things these days, Uncle. They say one grows defensive when one has much to lose…”
    

    
      Under Poltviran’s mad gaze, Duke Ormere trembled for a moment.
    

    
      ‘He’s changed. He’s not the Poltviran I once knew.’
    

    
      Ormere had recently received a report about Poltviran finding fault with the Krantz envoy. Among the four kingdoms surrounding the Bajran Empire, the Krantz Kingdom had shown the greatest sincerity. However, Poltviran found fault where there was none. It was his crooked desire breaking free. In addition, he used ‘uncle’ to refer to Ormere with other nobles present, even though Poltviran didn’t normally use that address. And what’s more, Poltviran’s last sentence was full of veiled threats.
    

    
      “What do you think, men? Do you think that I, the Emperor of the Great Bajran Empire, should endure this insult, or annihilate the Krantz Kingdom for the sake of the empire and Our own honor!!”
    

    
      Poltviran’s first words were spoken smoothly, but as he continued speaking, the violent emotion behind the words was uncovered.
    

    
      ‘I-It can’t possibly be because of that one matter, can it?!’
    

    
      As his head throbbed at Poltviran’s sheer unruliness, Duke Ormere suddenly remembered something that had happened 10 years ago. At that time, Crown Prince Poltviran was at the height of his adolescence. He was so interested in the other sex that rumors that the Crown Prince had already had his first time with a maid reached Duke Ormere’s ears.
    

    
      Back then, the twin princesses of the Krantz Kingdom had come to the Imperial Palace with ambassadors. They were around thirteen years old, but they took after the Queen of Krantz, who was widely rumored to be a matchless beauty, so the twin princesses possessed quite the beauty. While they were staying in the palace, as custom dictated, they met Crown Prince Poltviran.
    

    
      And then, an incident blew up. Lusting after the twin princesses, the adolescent Crown Prince tried to sneak into their room and rape them. However, the incident stopped at an attempt because the kingdom’s Secretary of State found out about it, and the Crown Prince was sternly rebuked by the Emperor and given half a year of house arrest in his palace.
    

    
      ‘How can this be… Those words were not said in vain.’
    

    
      When Duke Ormere went to console the Crown Prince, Poltviran ground his teeth and said that once he became the emperor, the very first thing he would do would be to stomp the Krantz Royal Castle into oblivion.
    

    
      “May Your Majesty do as he wishes!”
    

    
      The nobles kept glancing at Duke Ormere, but because there were no further words from the Duke, all the nobles bowed their heads to the ground.
    

    
      “Then prepare for war. It will be the first war since my enthronement, so as the emperor, I shall personally participate! Hahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      The piercing laughter of the tyrannical emperor, Poltviran, spread throughout the walls of the palace. In that manner, the fate of a kingdom was decided. All because of a crazed dog that was the ‘ill’ in ‘ill-fated’...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Swoooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Bebeto flew over a low blanket of clouds, a portent of spring rain. The ground below might be a gloomy world of darkness, but beyond the clouds was a blessed new world, lit by the bright halo of the moon glowing just above the clouds. Bebeto was an old hand at utilizing air currents, so he spread his wings wide and rode the wind.
    

    
      ‘This is why you’ve gotta fly!’
    

    
      I was wearing the elven airplate Narmias gave me. My eyes peered from within the thin helmet snugly covering my face and took in the magical sight in the sky. If we weren’t in a state of war right now, I would have liked to fly on a night like this with Aramis, but I went out alone with Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘As time goes on, he’s gaining more and more rugged charm.’
    

    
      Bebeto won over all the female wyverns in the covert, one after another. Even I had to admit that his golden stripes, which were getting darker as he grew, looked pretty dashing.
    

    
      ‘They must’ve taken Gadain Castle by now.’
    

    
      Their advance looked slow, but they were occupying my territory at the steady pace of the infantry’s advance. I heard they were now assuming a wide formation and preparing to advance on Denfors.
    

    
      ‘It’s do or die now!’
    

    
      A fierce battle of life and death would erupt in a few days.
    

    
      
        Swooooooosh.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Bebeto followed the movements of the reins in my hands and swiftly descended.
    

    
      As we cut through the clouds, I had the impression that the thick clouds were penetrating my mithril armor.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, you bastards!’
    

    
      The Shaviltre Bridge appeared before my eyes. The fort protecting the bridge was flying the flag of Laviter.
    

    
      ‘I will absolutely make you pay for the crime of sullying a precious memory I share with Aramis!’
    

    
      I activated my mana core, filling the Blessed Spear in my hand with mana.
    

    
      “Go!”
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The Blessed Spear whistled right into the bridge, my enraged mana giving it the speed of a meteor.
    

    
      
        BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      Because of their strategy of careful advancement, the Shaviltre Bridge was forced to receive a spear of destruction. The mana in the defensive magic array exceeded its limits and exploded, causing a huge explosion on the bridge.
    

    
      “Kukukuku…”
    

    
      Now, the bastards had no road back. Tonight, I was going to destroy all the bridges.
    

    
      Go big or go home! Life was just one big battle.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 133: You’re All Dead Now
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “All of the bridges were destroyed?”
    

    
      “Yes. The bridges connecting Nerman were all destroyed in a single night.”
    

    
      “One last desperate struggle, is it? Huhuhu.”
    

    
      After waking up to a lovely morning in the main foothold of the enemy, Gadain Castle, Duke Yanovis was receiving reports on things that had occurred overnight.
    

    
      “What is His Highness doing?”
    

    
      “He has woken up and finished eating breakfast. He is currently preparing to fly.”
    

    
      “He sure woke up early.”
    

    
      Up until his encounter with Kyre, Prince Alskane had never experienced a moment of suffering, much less a deadly crisis. He was already preparing to stomp and kill the man who gave him a taste of such unforgettable humiliation and fear.
    

    
      “Convene all of the commanding officers.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The heart of Nerman, Denfors, was only a few hours on horseback from Gadain Castle. Once they finished their morning meeting, they would be able to see Denfors before the day’s end. Of course, if they attacked with wyverns, they could traverse the distance in the time it took to eat a meal, but there was no need to hurry. They planned on killing their enemies slowly, so very slowly, so as to suffocate all resistance.
    

    
      
* * *


    

    
      “Have all of the residents been evacuated?”
    

    
      “100,000 residents from around Denfors are in the castle, and the residents outside the battlefield’s area of influence are staying in their villages.”
    

    
      “I feel apologetic towards them.”
    

    
      Because Nerman met the wrong lord and liege, the territory was turned into a battlefield on a daily basis. I had done my best, but I still felt sorry.
    

    
      “No, my liege. I heard that there isn’t a single resident who thinks ill of you,” comforted Derval with a voice full of sincerity.
    

    
      “The time of reckoning we waited for is upon us. As you all know, men, from the very beginning, our backs have been against the wall.”
    

    
      I looked at all the knights gathered in my office. I had gathered all of the flights stationed in Orakk Castle and Fort Ciaris. Right now, the covert was so full of wyverns that not a single place was free.
    

    
      “Worry not. Tomorrow, we will be able to smile as the victors. This, I promise under my name, Kyre de Nerman!”
    

    
      “Yes, siiiir!”
    

    
      “Raise your cups and empty them! These cups are surely filled with the kiss of the Goddess of Victory, Ormion!”
    

    
      I downed the wine in my upraised glass, an action followed by my knights. I was sure that we would be granted victory, but there was no knowing where the cursed arrows of death fired by the Evil God, Kerma, would fly.
    

    
      ‘I believe in you all.’
    

    
      They would have to put every bit of strength they had into this battle. I filled my eyes with the sight of my knights as they drained their glasses, praying desperately that the gods would allow them to share the next glass with me as well.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Line up!”
    

    
      “Form your ranks!”
    

    
      “Cavalry, take position on the side!”
    

    
      
        Neeeeeigh! Clank clank clank clank!
      
    

    
      The colorful blooms of spring were beginning to flower on the wide plains, where Denfors stood, and on those plains was a wave carrying 200,000 men. Putting around 3 km between them, the Laviter Empire’s 200,000 ground troops were falling into formation, each branch where it should be.
    

    
      “We’ve finally arrived.”
    

    
      They had reached the central city of Nerman, Denfors, without a single fight. Even from afar, the worn out castle walls looked so fragile that a single charge could crumble them instantly.
    

    
      “Your Highness, please move to the back. Their new crossbows are said to have a range of about 2 km.”
    

    
      “How unbelievable. Even a longbow reinforced with magic only has a range of 1 km.”
    

    
      Having come down from his wyvern, Prince Alskane stared at Denfors from within the army as it prepared to advance. Around a hundred noble knights were lined up behind him, including the Commander.
    

    
      “What will be our method of attack?” asked Prince Alskane quietly as he glared at Denfors.
    

    
      “I plan to have everyone attacking with a method you may have already predicted. Skyknights will fire Blessed Spears above the enemy to harass their new crossbows. Once that happens, their crossbows will naturally fire towards the wyverns, and while they are occupied, I will have the infantry and cavalry advance at full speed and go into full-force siege warfare.”
    

    
      “So you wish to settle things in a single go.”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Highness.”
    

    
      Duke Yanovis showed a smile of satisfaction at Prince Alskane’s outstanding insight, which drew praises from the empire’s great scholars.
    

    
      “Seeing as they have 100 wyverns of their own, it shouldn’t be easy.”
    

    
      “Please allay your worries. 100 wyverns can be shot down in one round of concentrated fire.”
    

    
      Kiaaaaaaaaaaa! Kuaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
         
      
    

    
      As the Imperial Army fell into formation, 300 wyverns filled the sky above, forming a formation composed of dozens of flights in a watertight diamond defensive formation.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Even a swarm of ants wouldn’t be that numerous.’
    

    
      I looked out at the empire bastards from a watchtower. The legendary 200,000 elite troops filled the land around Denfors with men, an army of men armed with shields, spears, and swords.
    

    
      The exact population count of every empire wasn’t publicly known, but the Bajran Empire alone was said to have several million residents. However, Laviter possessed far more land and national power than the Bajran Empire. If you added in the principality that served them, they likely had a population count that exceeded all imagination. The army’s best men were picked out from that massive population and developed into a battle troop.
    

    
      “Sigh…”
    

    
      Repairs were made with cement, but the walls were still old, and the 25,000 soldiers looking at the imperial army with fearful eyes looked pathetic. We had enlisted every hand available, even the old and retired reserves. Besides a barebones regiment stationed at Fort Ciaris and Orakk Castle to defend from potential monster attacks and the soldiers in the village on the front line, we brought in every single man we could. Other than the Temir warriors, who did not fear death, everyone was intimidated by the might of the Laviter Army.
    

    
      ‘A total of 180 ballistas… For now, I’ll put my faith in you guys first.’ The number of ballistas fell far short of the enemy’s numbers, but the weapons were equipped with a round of special bolts the enemy didn’t know about. ‘We don’t have many improved bolts. We have to try to settle this in one volley.’
    

    
      Laviter had definitely gotten their information from the battle with the Havis nobles, but they didn’t know that their information was already outdated. They had no idea that the performance of our ballista bolts had been improved again.
    

    
      
        Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!
      
    

    
      I didn’t want to draw things out. The enemies were in typical attack formation, with spearmen holding shields in the middle, archers and light infantry behind them, and a mounted knight order on the sides. As the drum sounded a beat, their massive army began to move like a giant wave. An army of 200,000 was on the move, but each squad was moving in perfect formation without a single misstep. If they were my subordinates instead of my enemies, I would have liked to praise them.
    

    
      ‘They’re coming!’
    

    
      And then, I saw it. When the enemy soldiers began to move, the enemy wyverns also advanced, blotting out the sun. They numbered a whopping 500.
    

    
      A force suitable for waging war with a kingdom had come to catch a single me. Where was their frickin’ pride, seriously?
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Kyre! Kyre! I’m here, you bastard!’
    

    
      Behind his helmet, Prince Alskane ground his teeth as he controlled his wyvern. He and Duke Yanovis were flying in the rearmost formation.
    

    
      
        Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!
      
    

    
      The drum of advancement rang out loud and clear, and the marvelous soldiers moved briskly in time with its beat. Denfors looked like a sandcastle before a furious wave. 
    

    
      Alskane never had a hint of doubt in his heart. As long as the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, did not flee, he was sure that he’d be able to kill him this time.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Ashweladaheim…”
    

    
      
        Shaaaaaaaa.
      
    

    
      Aramis raised a prayer of blessing towards the wyverns and Skyknights swiftly going aloft from Weyn Covert. Though the battle was directly before them, she did not forget her devotion.
    

    
      “Please go back inside now, Saintess.”
    

    
      Immediately after the final wyvern went aloft, the paladins, who were just as composed as Aramis, fell into place around her. The safety of Nerman was important as well, but the greatest priority of the paladins was Aramis’ safety.
    

    
      ‘O’ merciful Neran… may thee grant them thy mercy and care.’
    

    
      Aramis prayed to God for all the souls who would die today. She slowly headed towards the temporary hangar that was the temple. An enormous amount of holy water would be needed the moment the war ended, so she could not rest.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      ‘You brat, arrogant unto death.’
    

    
      A defensive formation was being maintained above the city in order to defend it, and at the front, flew Bebeto. Even in this tense moment, he bellowed with a cry that flaunted his dignity to all of the female wyverns.
    

    
      “All flight leaders, heed me.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      I began to relay commands through the transmitters installed in the helmets of the flight leader-rank Skyknights.
    

    
      “Everyone must move exactly as instructed. You must never go into active battle with the enemy or give chase without my permission.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      “When they come into effective range, I will give the order. That is when we will attack.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Before going aloft, I drilled in the fact that conditions that would let us make full use of our advantages and enable us to win would be prepared.
    

    
      “I believe in you all.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      My Skyknights did not quail in the least in the face of an enemy five times their number. About half of them were newly appointed newbie Skyknights, but their morale was sky-high. 
    

    
      
        Kiaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa! Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      The enemy wyverns were a considerable distance away, but our wyverns had recognized that they were enemies and were raising a row. Like a flock of crows screeching bloody murder, the sky shuddered with the enraged screams of wyverns.
    

    
      “The enemy Skyknights to the east are firing. 3rd Flight, fire spears at them!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      
        Schwip schwip scwhip scwhip scwhip.
      
    

    
      They weren’t yet in range, but the enemy Skyknights were prematurely throwing spears towards the defensive troops on the Denfors walls. They were just barely in range of our new spears, so I promptly gave the command to fire.
    

    
      
        Schwip scwhip scwhip scwhip scwhip.
      
    

    
      The Blessed Spears in the hands of the 25 Skyknights of the 3rd Flight, which was led by Ryker, flew off at incredible speeds.
    

    
      This battle, upon which the fate of Nerman rested, began the moment those spears whistled into the distance.
      

    

    
      Baaaam! Kuaaaaaaaaaack!
    

    
      “F-Fly!”
    

    
      Habit was a truly terrifying thing. The 100 or so Laviter Skyknights sent as the advance force were used to the effective range being 2 km. They were flying as ordered towards Denfors, but the moment they released their spears, they were struck by the spears of the Nerman Skyknights flying in place above the city. Before they could even blink, five wyverns were struck and screamed in pain.
    

    
      ‘What a terrifying weapon!’
    

    
      When he witnessed the might of Nerman’s new weapons from the rear, Duke Yanovis felt goosebumps rising on his back. He thought they were prepared for it, but their carelessness still caused needless deaths.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-ba-ba-bam.
      
    

    
      “GAAAAAGH!”
    

    
      “AAAAAAAGH!”
    

    
      However, it wasn’t as if their spears had no effect at all. As Denfors’ city walls collapsed, noisy explosions and screams rang out.
    

    
      
        Thump thump! Thump thump! Thump thump!
      
    

    
      The drum informing the army of rapid advance echoed into the sky.
    

    
      “GOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”
    

    
      In no time at all, the empire’s soldiers had advanced until they were just 1 km away. They screamed in unison to lower their enemy’s morale as they began to rapidly rush forward.
    

    
      
        Flap flap!
      
    

    
      The Commander, Duke Yanovis, waved the yellow flag he was holding. When he did so, a Skyknight in the back used mana to vigorously blow a flute.
    

    
      
        Peeeeeeeeeeeeeep.
      
    

    
      That was a signal used by the Laviter army. The flute, which was enspelled with amplification magic, was filled with mana and let out a long, piercing peal that instantly filled the sky.
    

    
      Kuaaaaaaaaaaak! At that moment, the 100 or so wyverns waiting on the right side surged to the front.
    

    
      Flap flap. This time, Yanovis waved a green flag.
    

    
      Peep! Peep! The mana flute gave two short chirps.
    

    
      Kyaaaaaaak! The 100 wyverns on the left also flew vigorously towards the enemy wyverns above the city.
    

    
      Flap flap flap. And then, Yanovis waved the last flag, a blue one.
    

    
      Peep! Peep! Peep! Peep! Four chirps from the magic flute pierced through the noisy cries of the wyverns.
    

    
      Kuaaaaaaaak! Kiaaaaaaaak! Besides 100 wyverns staying back, the remaining 200 wyverns flew towards Denfors.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The Skyknights riding their flying wyverns poured mana into Laviter’s improved Blessed Spears.
    

    
      “GOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”
    

    
      As soon as the Skyknights accelerated and shot off, the imperial soldiers raised their speed. The fastest squads were already just 500 meters away from Denfors’ walls. The imperial soldiers had truly fearsome stamina. There weren’t many soldiers on the continent that could advance at such speeds while carrying armor, shields, and even spears. Such elite soldiers could only be raised after a great deal of constant training.
    

    
      
        Twang! Twang! Twang!
      
    

    
      Just then, bolts installed on a watchtower on Denfors’ walls hurtled forward at astonishing speeds with loud twangs.
    

    
      
        Fwiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip!
      
    

    
      They screamed through the air as if propelled by incredible force.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-ba-ba-bam.
      
    

    
      The bolts, which had a far greater range and speed than what they expected, shot down imperial Skyknights and wyverns that were on the verge of firing their spears.
    

    
      
        KYAAAAAAAAAAK. KUAAAAAAAAK!
      
    

    
      The wyverns’ piercing shrieks followed.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      However, the Skyknights did not lose composure, showing an undaunted appearance that showed the world what a knight of the Laviter Empire was. Dozens of wyverns were hit by bolts and stumbled, but their Skyknights remained focused and fired the spears in their hands.
    

    
      
        Fwip, fwip!
      
    

    
      Blessed Spears hurtled forward one after another without any need for missile guidance.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-ba-ba-bam. Booooom. Crrrrrrrrk.
      
    

    
      “GAAAAAAAAGH!”
    

    
      “AAAAAAGH!”
    

    
      Many places on the old walls and watchtowers of Denfors gave way to the force of the spears and collapsed in an explosion of stone, crushing the poor, innocent men standing atop the walls.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Impressive!’
    

    
      They were definitely different. The Laviter Skyknights clearly had skills heavens above that of the Havis Kingdom Skyknights. They moved in perfect order, following the sound of a unique magic flute. The 200 or so enemy wyverns waiting on the left and right went from standstill flight to a terrifyingly fast approach with powerful beats of their wings.
    

    
      ‘Just hold on a little!’
    

    
      I could not help them right now. All the ballistas were sending the improved bolts flying at the wyverns that came into range, but instead of coming close for bombing, the Laviter Skyknights maintained a certain distance away and hurled spears from afar. Not many of the bolts found their marks.
    

    
      “All flights, fire spears at the wyverns advancing from the right!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Their Blessed Spears weren’t the usual brand. It was as if their range had been greatly improved—there was a ton of force in the spears fired at the Denfors walls.
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip.
      
    

    
      As ordered, my knights were firing spears at the hundred wyverns flying in from the right side. 
    

    
      “Let’s go!”
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      As I pulled the reins, Bebeto surged forward like a high-performance sports car.
    

    
      
        Kiaaaaaaaaa! Kuuuuuuuu!
      
    

    
      Behind me, the Gold Wyverns the beastmen were riding screeched as they followed suit.
    

    
      ‘It’s my job to block those guys!’
    

    
      The difference in our numbers was as clear as day. Though the improved performance of our spears gave us a slight advantage, it wasn’t like every spear that was thrown would land a hit, and also, the enemies were veterans of flight. Close-range hostilities would most certainly break out very soon.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Thanks to Bebeto’s hard work in pumping his wings, we gained speed in mere moments.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      I filled the spears in both of my hands with mana and hurled them to the wyvern flock flying in from the left.
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip.
      
    

    
      Spears loosed by the five beastmen whistled past me, flying off like rays of light.
    

    
      “Summon Djinn!”
    

    
      I had to block them at all costs. Going into close combat was absolutely necessary in order to catch them unguarded.
    

    
      
        Whirr!
      
    

    
      The dimensional door opened, and the giant of wind, Djinn, appeared.
    

    
      “Take them all down!”
    

    
      
        Whooooosh.
      
    

    
      At my command, Djinn flew off towards the enemies flying over while leveling spears at me.
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      Djinn must have intended on following my orders literally, because it dragged a ton of mana out of me.
    

    
      I must have come into range, because I saw a burst of sparkling mana as the enemy knights mercilessly hurled their spears.
    

    
      ‘Eurghh! Am I gonna be turned into a kebab today?’
    

    
      It was a definite fact that the enemies also had improved spears. Their spears appeared to have about 2.5 km in range and a speed that far outstripped the performance of previous imperial spears.
    

    
      ‘Dammit! Y’all are like frickin’ ancients born without a hint of courtesy in 1800 BC! Can you still call yourselves knights?!’
    

    
      I wanted this to happen, but when I was really in the hot seat, I couldn’t help but get mad at all the spears flying towards me.
    

    
      
        Boooooooooooooooom!
      
    

    
      The high spirit of wind, Djinn, had reached the enemies in no time, and I watched as it ruthlessly fired off wind magic, plunging deep into the throng of enemies.
    

    
      
        Kaaaaaaaagh! Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      Terrifying fists of wind formed by a high spirit they hadn’t expected rammed into the wyverns, who began to fall helplessly towards the ground with broken wings. They hadn’t noticed the arrival of the transparent wind spirit because they were all focused on me. The price they paid for their negligence was that their wyverns turned into chickens with broken wings. In no time at all, 10 wyverns in formation flight began hurtling towards the ground in the wake of Djinn’s rampage.
    

    
      ‘Gah!’
    

    
      But I couldn’t just stand around laughing at their demise. Spirits barely had two brain cells to rub together and would follow the order they were given, and that order only. It completely ignored the spears hurtling towards me and continued taking down the wyverns.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “H-How could this be…!”
    

    
      The man named Lukence had warned them that Kyre was a High Summoner, but Yanovis thought that was impossible. There were already very few magic swordsmen that could use high circle magic, but a magic swordsman that could summon spirits was completely inconceivable. However, Duke Yanovis was forced to accept reality when he clearly witnessed history being made before his eyes.
    

    
      “Huhh…”
    

    
      His astonishment was so great that his mouth parted to let out one dispirited breath. Kyre’s swordsmanship was also reputed to be at the Master level and he could even cast 6th Circle magic, but he could also summon a high spirit. On top of that, he even rode a hybrid wyvern that could fly faster than regular wyverns. If someone were to fight him 1-on-1, no matter who they were, they would definitely experience the bitter taste of defeat.
    

    
      ‘He must be killed.’
    

    
      It wasn’t the time to be sitting around in shock. If Kyre were to grow even more, the Laviter Empire could be put into danger. Thankfully, this was the opportune moment to eliminate him.
    

    
      With a swish, he raised his hand. And then, he brought it down swiftly, pointing straight at Kyre.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaa! Kiaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      The 100 Laviter wyverns awaiting commands around him were actually elites among elites who had the most outstanding skills.
    

    
      ‘I’ll be the one to kill you.’
    

    
      Upon meeting a powerful enemy, his fighting spirit blazed up. Yanovis grasped his wyvern’s reins with one hand and took out a spear with his other.
    

    
      100 Skyknights flapped into motion, heading towards the designated opponent. The improved Blessed Spears in their hands began to glow with mana.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘T-Tenacious bastard.’
    

    
      Right up until he saw Kyre, Prince Alskane wanted nothing more than to strip off the man’s skin, rip him to pieces, and eat him alive. But as soon as Alskane came face to face with Kyre, the sight of Kyre using a spirit to make a mockery out of 100 Skyknights made the prince’s knees wobble. And of course, there was Kyre’s indescribable, unforgettable brute force. It was his sheer wickedness that led Kyre to lock up a prince of the empire and Imperial Guard Skyknights in a cave devoid of any light.
    

    
      ‘I’ll kill him!’
    

    
      A flush of rage accompanied his memories of the bitter past.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      Alskane roughly clutched his wyvern’s reins and charged at Kyre along with his Skyknights. His rage-filled eyes only saw one person.
    

    
      They only saw the demon-like calamity hurling dozens of spears while simultaneously casting magic… 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Crrrrrrrrrrrrrkkkk. Cla-cla-cla-clang!
      
    

    
      ‘Uwaaah!’
    

    
      My Shield was on the brink of destruction. If not for the beastmen joining forces to thin out the metric ton of Blessed Spears hurtling towards me with wind magic, even I wouldn’t have been able to block them. I was forced to deploy the Shield magic enspelled on Bebeto’s wyvern armor, which he didn’t usually wear.
    

    
      ‘If it wasn’t a special Shield magic array… Eurgh, just thinking about it gives me the shivers.’
    

    
      I had long since decided to sacrifice this body of mine in order to surmount the overwhelming difference in force. That was why I put special wyvern armor onto Bebeto. It was one of the things I made last winter. The array on it was still Shield, but it had nearly the same degree of defensive power as Barrier. Two Grade 3 magic crystals were set in the array.
    

    
      ‘Urgh! Those bastards, you’re really asking for it!’
    

    
      A shower of Blessed Spears came and went. Thanks to Djinn’s surprise attack and self-directed rampage, at least 30 of the 100 wyverns that attacked from the left side had dropped out of the sky. However, that wasn’t the end of them. The 100 wyverns that had been waiting in the rear suddenly outstretched their wings and began to fly towards me.
    

    
      ‘I’m done for!’ I had no confidence. ‘Oh Gods above, I shall soon come into your embrace, so please take good care of me.’
    

    
      Even death felt like a joke. Even now, the territory’s Skyknights and enemy wyvern flights were in the thick of battle in the skies above Denfors. I could see with just a glance that dozens of the ballistas installed on Denfors’ walls were already destroyed.
    

    
      “GOOOOOO!”
    

    
      “Ladders to the front!”
    

    
      “Destroy the walls!”
    

    
      On top of that, 200,000 enemy infantry had readed the walls. They surrounded the walls like a black swarm, preparing to clamber up.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, even if I kick the bucket, I can’t go alone.’
    

    
      For this moment, I spent the entire winter soldering mithril without being able to enjoy a single kiss.
    

    
      “Derval.”
    

    
      “My liege! Are you alright?!”
    

    
      Derval’s anxious voice came from the communicator.
    

    
      “I’m still alive.”
    

    
      “My liege…”
    

    
      “Show them! Show those pig bastards our rage! Show them properly!”
    

    
      “Please… Please take care of yourself!”
    

    
      “Haha, don’t worry. I’m someone who won’t die even if you kill me.”
    

    
      It was a short, but long conversation.
    

    
      After saying what I had to say, I took off the mask-like mithril helmet of the elves.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Since he had done his share, I sent Djinn back to the Spirit Realm.
    

    
      The sharp blades of wind hitting my face still carried a cold bite.
    

    
      “Haa.”
    

    
      Taking in a deep breath, I watched as the spears in the enemy Skyknights’ hands filled with the light of mana. With a swish, I grabbed another two spears.
    

    
      ‘You’re done for now.’
    

    
      These bastards didn’t know.
    

    
      They didn’t know the identity of the black swarm appearing behind them.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 134: Counterattack
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Detonate!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      In an underground space next to the central gate of Denfors, Derval worked to carry out the order he received from his liege. At his shouted command to ‘detonate,’ the territory’s seven mages poured mana into the plate-sized mana receptors in their hands.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The mana receptors were connected to mithril lines laid underground. It was a tool that would activate the magic arrays Lord Kyre had set up last winter outside the castle.
    

    
      
        CRAAAAAAAASH! BOOOOOOOOOOOOM. FWOOOOOOOOOOOOOSH!
      
    

    
      The powerful vibrations and explosions could be heard even through the sturdy castle walls.
    

    
      “KYAAAAAAAAAAAAK!”
    

    
      “UAAAAGHHHHHH!”
    

    
      The screams of imperial soldiers rang out in quick succession.
    

    
      “Send them out as well.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      It wasn’t over yet. The empire’s infantry, which was just beginning to climb the walls, would get a taste of fear they would never be able to forget for the rest of their lives.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “...!”
    

    
      
        CRAAAAAAAASH! BOOOOOOM! FWOOOOOOOOOOSH!
      
    

    
      Kyre had taken six wyverns with him into shooting range. Duke Yanovis flew at the front and was just about to throw his spear when he heard an enormous boom.
    

    
      ‘W-What in the world is that!’
    

    
      A great number of spells were exploding amongst the soldiers, who had been attacking the old walls of Denfors with good momentum. There were clearly no magicians on the walls, but the massive spells exploded one after another all around the walls. Most of them were AoE spells of at least the 5th Circle or above. The bodies of soldiers burned, were ripped apart, and blown up. For the Laviter infantry, who were in dense formations, it was like an apocalypse falling from the skies. Big gaps were opened up in what had been, up until just a few moments ago, a throng of Laviter soldiers so thick one could hardly see the ground.
    

    
      
        Ruuuuuuuumble.
      
    

    
      And that wasn’t all. Yanovis saw a certain scene through the mana scope installed in his helmet. Enormous hunks of metal burst out of the ground underneath the walls.
    

    
      ‘Dravits!’
    

    
      They were the wall-destroying war golems that each castle had possessed at least one or two of back in the day. However, these dravits looked different. The dravits emerging from the ground were not grasping siege hammers or axes, but trams glistening with pale blades.
    

    
      
        Thud, thud, thud!
      
    

    
      As soon as they emerged from the dirt, the dravits began to push the trams loaded with revolving blades at least 5 meters long.
    

    
      
        Krrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrk. Splaaaaaaaaaaaatter.
      
    

    
      “KUAAAAAGH!”
    

    
      “Ahhh! Out of the way!”
    

    
      “AAAGHHHH!”
    

    
      The soldiers staring dazedly at the dravits were ripped apart head to toe, armor to bone and tossed in every direction by the pale blades. The nightmare that appeared before the 200,000 soldiers excitedly attacking the walls instantly plunged the soldiers into a state of panic, and the spirited imperial elites began turning their backs to flee in desperation due to the blades of hell being pushed by dozens of dravits. However, the problem was that the troops had been in the middle of attacking in close-knit formation. The soldiers who turned back and the soldiers advancing forward tangled together, but the dravits’ trams brandished their blades and charged towards them, ignorant of their panic.
    

    
      “UWAHHH!”
    

    
      “S-Save meeee!!!!”
    

    
      “Move, you son of a bitch!”
    

    
      It was utter pandemonium. As the comrades in front of them turned their backs to flee, the panic and fear infected the rest of the soldiers, sending them all scattering. In their panic, some of them even attacked the soldiers ignorantly blocking their escape routes.
    

    
      ‘W-What’re those guys?!’
    

    
      Duke Yanovis wasn’t able to regain his bearings. Unexpected horrors were popping up one by one. This time, thousands of spearmen suddenly came to the front of the Nerman soldiers on the city wall.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The spears they were holding shone brilliantly with the characteristic mana glow of Blessed Spears.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip.
      
    

    
      Not only did they look like Blessed Spears, but they had the characteristic speed of Blessed Spears.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-baaam!
      
    

    
      “KUAAAAAAAAGH!”
    

    
      The soldiers that had been standing in the places where dravits didn’t appear were skewered and sent flying backwards. The line of imperial soldiers that had been attacking the walls in high spirits was broken up in mere moments, as if flayed by a massive whip.
    

    
      
        Clank clank clank.
      
    

    
      The rain of spears didn’t end with just one volley. The enemy spearmen then raised yet another round of Blessed Spears.
    

    
      
        Schwip scwhip scwhip scwhip scwhiiiiip.
      
    

    
      And then, they threw them with absolutely no emotion at the imperial soldiers standing around in a daze.
    

    
      ‘YOUUUUUU!’
    

    
      Yanovis and Laviter’s army had suffered the full brunt of battle methods heretofore unheard of on the continent. The appearance of proud elites that died by command and lived by command had scattered into the wind, leaving pathetic troops that were desperately turning their backs to flee despite the lack of the drumbeat of retreat. That was the last scene Yanovis caught before he raised his head and looked straight ahead.
    

    
      His foe was flying towards them. The distance had decreased to around 1.5 km, a distance at which not a single soul could flee a spear coming their way, no matter how skilled they were. With his teeth clenched, Duke Yanovis raised his spear.
    

    
      ‘I’ll kill you, you devil-spawn!’
    

    
      The weather was still cold, but Kyre had removed his helmet and was flying forward, his crimson cloak fluttering behind him and the unique silver armor of his wyvern glinting in the sun. He and his huge black wyvern painted with golden stripes were rushing straight into the lion’s den. The ground troops were hammered by unexpected tactics, but their wyvern fighting force, the factor that would decide the outcome of the battle, was still mostly intact. They still had more than enough fighting force to achieve the victory, so Duke Yanovis focused his mind and sneered at the man flying fearlessly their way.
    

    
      ‘You foolish bastard, you’re done for now.’
    

    
      The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, the man who flaunted recklessness dressed as bravery and had a spear in one hand and reins in the other… Feeling absolutely certain of the man’s death, Duke Yanovis put strength into his hand to throw the spear. With his attack, 100 other spears would go hurtling towards Kyre. Even if Kyre were to survive this, there were 200 wyverns in attack formation that would quickly join them in the rear once the battle on the ground was finished, and the flights that had survived the attack from Kyre’s spirit were taking a wide berth and preparing to attack.
    

    
      There was no other place for him to flee but hell.
    

    
      
        Piiiiiiing!
      
    

    
      ‘Who is it!’
    

    
      Suddenly, a Blessed Spear whistled past him. His men weren’t allowed to throw their spears before he did, but it seemed that someone had mistakenly fired one.
    

    
      
        Piiiiiing, piiiiiiiiiing.
      
    

    
      However, it didn’t end with one ‘mistake.’
    

    
      
        Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaak! Kuaaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      Behind him came the wretched screams of wyverns. Yanovis instinctively turned his head.
    

    
      “!!!!!”
    

    
      The instant he did so, Yanovis froze with his spear aloft, struck by an unimaginable sight. His eyes became as wide as they could possibly become.
    

    
      Appearing in the skies behind the Imperial Army was a massive flock of wyverns with what easily appeared to be at least 300 wyverns.
    

    
      
        BAAAAAAM! Kyaaaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      “Fly!!”
    

    
      Like hailstones falling from the sky, wyverns and Skyknights began to drop one by one under the onslaught of the unforeseen ambush.
    

    
      “W-We’ve lost…”
    

    
      Even in his shock, words of defeat flashed in his head.
    

    
      The Skyknights that appeared were like a group of bandits. They were dressed in leather instead of airplates while their wyverns lacked armor.
    

    
      “KIOOOOOOOOOO!”
    

    
      But the Blessed Spears they hurled while screeching like wild beasts were the real deal.
    

    
      “Protect His Highness!!!”
    

    
      Despite their horror, the loyal Laviter Skyknights gathered around the Gold Wyvern Alskane rode in order to protect him.
    

    
      “Hahaha… Hahahahahahahahahaha!!!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      The moment Laviter’s defeat was about to be set in stone, everyone heard the unrestrained laughter of a certain man.
    

    
      ‘K-Kyre…’
    

    
      For the first time in his life, Duke Yanovis’ body trembled in fear.
    

    
      The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, was a truly dangerous man.
      

    

    
      Although Kyre had told her to flee if Denfors was endangered, Princess Igis was unable to wait around in the covert. She went aloft with the Skyknights of the Bajran Imperial Guard and witnessed today’s battle, which would go down in history as a legend, with her own two eyes.
    

    
      Igis saw it. She saw an incredible battle that the continent had never seen the likes of, and would never see again. Who could possibly believe it? That the forces of a mere count’s territory could defeat 200,000 elites and 500 Skyknights of the Laviter Empire, a nation that dominated the continent?
    

    
      It was a perfect, sweeping victory.
    

    
      There were traces of battle everywhere, but Denfors’ castle walls still stood. There were likely some casualties, but compared to the pile of Laviter corpses in front of the walls, it was like a Fire Ball next to the sun.
    

    
      “NOW! Full-scale Attaaaack!” came Kyre’s powerful voice from above. He was flying unhelmeted, despite the cold weather.
    

    
      “GOOOOO! Open the gates!” 
    

    
      “Attackkkkk!”
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiip. BOOOOOM.
      
    

    
      With the help of the Temir Skyknights that suddenly appeared, Kyre seized the initiative. His energetic voice planted fear in the hearts of the enemies, and with that, the morale of the enemy army visibly wilted.
    

    
      But the battle wasn’t over yet. The Imperial Army possessed a great number of wyverns, some of whom were launching counterattacks.
    

    
      “Air Bomb!”
    

    
      
        BOOOOOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      Kyre and his mages cast magic right into the throng of wyverns gathered to protect the empire’s prince. A deafening explosion several times louder than thunder came crashing down, and several dozen wyverns fell haphazardly to the ground. Most of them were Gold Wyverns, the symbol of the Laviter Imperial Family.
    

    
      ‘I can’t just stand around like this.’
    

    
      Simply watching made her heart grow red-hot. Igis took a spear in her hand and flew forward to join the fray still ensuing above the city. Bajran Imperial Skyknights flew by her side, the mana-charged spears in their hands shining brilliantly as well.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘We got off easy because of that stupid prince.’
    

    
      Their idiotic sense of loyalty doomed them. The Temir Skyknights had launched a rear ambush, but even so, a fierce battle would have ensued if Laviter’s Skyknights had fought back with all their strength. However, the empire’s Skyknights broke formation to protect the prince left flying in the rear. The loyalty they showed with their lives on the line might be worthy of applause, but in my eyes, it was the height of foolishness. If it were me, or at least my knights, they should know that it was better to act for the good of the whole rather than for one person. If my death would allow Nerman to be saved, that was the right decision, and one that should be made without hesitation.
    

    
      
        Scwhip scwhip scwhip scwhip scwhiiiip.
      
    

    
      Even as I thought that, I continued mechanically hurling my spears. A Gold Wyvern wobbling because of the impact of Air Bomb was flying unsteadily towards the Kovilan Mountains, and the empire’s Skyknights were covering its rear. Their numbers had been halved in no time.
    

    
      ‘It was truly dangerous.’
    

    
      If the Temir Skyknights hadn’t shown up just in time, not only would I have lost my life, but Denfors would have fallen as well.
    

    
      I put on my helmet again to give a set of commands. “The 1st and 2nd Flights are to pursue the enemy at once. Do not get into close range battle. Simply fire from within range. The 3rd Flight is to stay in the city and assist Sir Derval in cleaning up the enemy remnants.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Before I knew it, the battle that had been taking place above Denfors was coming to an end. Under the coordination of the Imperial Skyknights under Igis’ lead and the assistance of the Temir Skyknights, most of the enemy wyverns had been shot down. However, I could see that many of the territory’s wyverns were also on the ground. My heart ached, but I could not stop here. There was still the matter of harassing the fleeing enemies as much as possible to plant the seed of fear within them. That was the villainous role I was slated to play today.
    

    
      ‘Derval will take care of the rest.’
    

    
      Once the empire’s wyverns tucked their tails and fled, the ground troops below completely lost all will to fight. There were people who cast aside their weapons and surrendered, but also many who simply scattered in all directions. 200,000 was a truly staggering number. But the poor bastards were unaware that the bridges they had crossed to get here had already been destroyed, and there were only two fates left for them: struggling in the plains until they starved, or becoming prisoners.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      I turned Bebeto’s reins, directing him towards the east, where the Prince was fleeing.
    

    
      The time to hunt a toothless lion was nigh, and I intended on savoring the hunt. 
    

    
      The pain my soldiers had suffered today… I would return it… magnified many times over.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Prince Alskane could still feel his head ringing from the Air Bomb that had exploded in close proximity to him. A pained groan came from his lips as he grasped the reins in order to live.
    

    
      
        Baaaaaaam! KYAAAAAAAAK!
      
    

    
      He didn’t know what was going on, but he moved to follow the Skyknights that took the lead to show the path… Then he heard the pained screams of wyverns again and again. 
    

    
      This was fear. For the second time in his life, he felt the fear of death.
    

    
      
        Trickle.
      
    

    
      Atop his wyvern, urine dripped from Prince Alskane’s pants.
    

    
      His mind was blank. The only thing that gripped him was the desperate need for a safe place where he could breathe easy.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Surrender! Those who throw down their weapons and surrender will be treated for their injuries and given prisoner treatment! However, any and all who resist will be stabbed to death!” yelled a Skyknight with mana as he flew above the scattered imperial troops.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiip. Baaaaaam!
      
    

    
      “KYAAAK!”
    

    
      “Gagh!”
    

    
      Ballista bolts came flying at the knights or soldiers that continued to flee without casting down their weapons even after receiving the notice to surrender. The empire’s soldiers were in formation just as they had been trained even while fleeing, but the bolts that flew in at incredible speeds and robbed the lives of their comrades, at the same time as the notice to surrender coming above them, completely squashed the last remnants of their will to fight.
    

    
      
        Clang! Clatter!
      
    

    
      They had fled on impulse, but when the last of their strength dried up, the men dropped their weapons one after another and knelt. However, the knights and cavalry with strong pride did their utmost to run their horses or flee with Mana Step.
    

    
      
        Scwhip. BAM!
      
    

    
      Punishment from the Skyknights above rained down ruthlessly upon them. 
    

    
      
        Neeeeeigh.
      
    

    
      The horses unlucky enough to meet the wrong master let out one last dying neigh, pierced in the backs by spears that went straight through their riders.
    

    
      
        Thud thud thud thud thud thud.
      
    

    
      Even so, the cavalrymen did not stop.
    

    
      Three thousand of them still lived. They thought they could still escape this hell if they just ran their horses, even without the help of Skyknights.
    

    
      But the cavalrymen and knights didn’t know that the bridges they expected to cross existed in Nerman no more.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 135: Ask Thyself if This is Heaven
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Flight leaders, handle the Skyknights.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      ‘It’s already evening.’
    

    
      The pursuit hadn’t been easy. The enemies were simply too numerous, and the Temir Skyknights were forced to land in the middle in order to take a break after their hasty flight to Denfors. We also lost time dealing with Laviter Skyknights charging ten at a time, resolved to die for the sake of the prince’s escape.
    

    
      That continued until twilight. The survivors had crossed the Kovilan Mountains and were still wildly fleeing. Further pursuit was meaningless.
    

    
      ‘Eurgh, I almost peed myself.’
    

    
      The long, long battle had started just around lunch and lasted all the way ‘till dusk. I was more scared of my bladder leaking than dying.
    

    
      ‘What a shame. A whole 200 of them escaped.’
    

    
      Of the 500 that came to dance, only 300 of them were given a hot taste of hell. When the battle ended, I was filled with a bit of regret, thinking that I should have tried a little harder.
    

    
      ‘Lulu~? Shall we collect the loot now?’
    

    
      The territory had taken a lot of damage, but the rewards we reaped were beyond imagination. Even on the way back to Denfors, there were wyverns, airplates, and Blessed Spears to collect. There was also an immense amount of Laviter’s military supplies piled up in the territory. There was no doubt that simply the supplies alone would replenish Nerman’s finances for 10 years with extra to spare.
    

    
      “Everyone, either capture the grounded wyverns or collect their bodies. Everyone did well… my knights,” I said through the transmitter.
    

    
      “You have worked hard, my liege.”
    

    
      “I will remember this battle for the rest of my life.”
    

    
      Only with my words of praise did the tension drain out of the flight leaders’ voices. Everyone’s voices were a bit hoarse, as if they were thirsty. Maintaining taut nerves for a long time was impossible to do unless one had a certain level of mental fortitude.
    

    
      ‘Uwaaaaaaaaaaaah…’
    

    
      Right now, I just wanted to take off my helmet and yell to my heart’s content, but I settled for one long cheer inside my mind.
    

    
      The victory we earned today was so overwhelming that even I could hardly believe it.
    

    
      ‘Oh Holy Neran, thank you. I will repay your grace with interest.’
    

    
      In particular, without the blessing of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, this victory would have been a far-flung fantasy.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go! Let’s go home!”
    

    
      
        Guooooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto really had stamina of steel. He should be tired, but he rode the wind with energetic beats from his wings.
    

    
      His destination was Weyn Covert of Denfors, our home.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAHHHH!!”
    

    
      “Long live Nerman!”
    

    
      “Long live the Lord!!!!!”
    

    
      Because we had to collect the presents left by the empire, we arrived at Denfors just before dawn, when the moon was hanging in the middle of the sky. The soldiers and knights had waited for me and the Skyknights, unable to sleep. When Bebeto appeared with a powerful roar, they celebrated our victory as they raised a deafening cheer from atop the castle walls.
    

    
      ‘Everyone worked hard.’
    

    
      It was far from a victory won by my efforts alone. This was an emotional victory created by my knights, my soldiers, and my people. Outside the walls of Denfors, the Laviter soldiers, who had become prisoners, were sitting limply on the ground under a close watch. We had achieved victory, but the people who had lost looked bitter. As I looked at them, I felt a tinge of regret from being victorious. Each of those prisoners was undoubtedly someone’s son, father, sibling, or husband. Anyone who felt no pity for those who were dragged into a decision made by people above them wasn’t human.
    

    
      However, the price had to be paid. They absolutely had to pay for damaging my land and bringing pain to my soldiers. That was the karma prescribed by the heavens.
    

    
      
        Flap flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      Bebeto stretched out his wings and slowly landed in the covert, followed by the wyverns my major knights were riding. The space inside the covert was too tight to fit all the captured or slain wyverns, so the rest of the Skyknights landed in the temporary covert outside the city.
    

    
      “My liege!”
    

    
      “Lord Kyre…”
    

    
      “Hyung!”
    

    
      As soon as Bebeto’s wings stopped beating and we landed completely, a bunch of people came running over, calling my name.
    

    
      ‘Is everyone alright?’
    

    
      I hadn’t received an exact report, but I was certain a considerable number of Skyknights and soldiers had died or had been injured. However, because I too was inevitably a human, upon seeing the people I knew and loved safe and sound, I felt a profound sense of relief amidst my pain.
    

    
      “It is a great victory, my liege!”
    

    
      The first to run over and inform me of our victory was Derval. He must have been truly happy, because his eyes were glistening with tears of joy.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre, it is a relief that you are safe,” said Nerman’s guest of honor, Igis. She was beaming as if it were her own victory.
    

    
      “Hyung, you know I really admire you, right? I’m gonna become a Skyknight as cool as you one day!” gushed Razcion, the little Prince. He had admirable thoughts I really wanted to give a thumbs up to.
    

    
      “You have worked hard…” said Aramis with a warm gaze, like a wife greeting her husband coming back from work.
    

    
      “Everyone did well.”
    

    
      On days like this, it was a real downer to drag things out. I simply said a few words and gazed one by one at the people I loved.
    

    
      ‘!!’
    

    
      While I was looking at all the people who had gathered near me, I suddenly noticed one person. More precisely, one woman.
    

    
      “Hohoho, as expected of the Great Guardian Warrior protecting the Temir people.”
    

    
      ‘L-Lokoroïa…’
    

    
      It was her—the cocky lass who still had a little to grow, Lokoroïa. Completely unfazed by all the women around her, she fired off a cheeky wink at me. And then, everyone’s gazes naturally slid to me. They were all asking who the heck this rude-as-hell woman, no, kid, who smiled haughtily as she spoke casually to the liege and lord they respected, was.
    

    
      ‘Urk…’
    

    
      I felt a moment of panic, but quickly regained my composure. With a hearty laugh, I revealed Lokoroïa’s identity. “Haha, I will not forget the help you rendered today, Great Shaman of the Temir, Lokoroïa.” Looking at everyone’s expressions, it seemed that Lokoroïa hadn’t yet told them her relationship with me.
    

    
      At my words, Lokoroïa grinned.
    

    
      I quickly changed the subject. “Sir Derval, are there any enemy soldiers who escaped?”
    

    
      “The approximately 20,000 cavalry and soldiers that escaped surrendered after seeing the collapsed bridge. And the ones who fought back fiercely have all… been killed.”
    

    
      I even laid waste to a precious memory I had with Aramis in order to achieve a victory like this. It was only natural that we should receive such spoils.
    

    
      “Hahaha, very well done.”
    

    
      It was truly an unbelievably amazing victory. If the massive army of 200,000 had desperately fought back, I wouldn’t have been able to stand here laughing right now. However, the Skyknights and the Prince abandoned them and fled, and the empire’s soldiers took a real beating from the magic landmines and new weapons I developed. On top of that, the bridge that enabled their escape was destroyed, so they had probably given up entirely. And so, we won a landslide victory.
    

    
      ‘Da bomb!’
    

    
      A phrase that had been trendy during my kindergarten days came to mind.
    

    
      “It may be late, but if we do not raise a glass of victory on a day like this, we could lose the blessing granted upon Nerman by the Goddess of Victory! Sir Derval!”
    

    
      “Yes! My liege!”
    

    
      “Besides the soldiers standing guard, open up our beer stores to all the people and guests!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Dawn was already well on its way, but I didn’t think I could sleep. I was sure that such feelings were shared by everyone living in Nerman, so I decided to throw a midnight festival.
    

    
      ‘Uhahaha! No matter who you are, come! I’ll strip you dry!’
    

    
      I was happy. I would find out the price of the goods the empire gifted us tomorrow morning, but even the wyverns we caught today were a real windfall. And as a bonus, the name of Kyre, Lord of Nerman, would resound across the continent. It might not rival the fame of my master, Archmage Aidal, but my name would also become a common word on the continent, famous as an awesome fellow who sent the Laviter Empire to hell with a single battle…
      

    

    
      “T-The emperor was enraged?”
    

    
      “Your Majesty, it’s terrible. According to the information that just came in, the Emperor of the Bajran Empire has given orders to prepare for war against our kingdom.”
    

    
      “Huhh…”
    

    
      A hollow sound came from the lips of Vekadrian, the King of the Krantz Kingdom and a man in his early 50s, with an average physique and a mild-tempered expression. They had enmity with Bajran’s Poltviran, dating around ten years ago. The scoundrel committed an act of cruelty to their twin princesses who were easy on the eyes, but because Krantz feared the empire, they covered up the matter. Just in case, Krantz opened up the royal family’s treasure chamber and showed as much sincerity as they could in the recent enthronement of the new emperor.
    

    
      The Krantz Kingdom was far weaker than Bajran. They were able to maintain the kingdom without any problems thanks to blessings of the Perkone River that originated at the Litore Mountains and crossed through the empire into their lands. But that was, to some extent, because they had lived while tiptoeing around the empire.
    

    
      “Esteemed Father! Instead of sitting around and suffering, it would be better to declare war first! Poltviran, that bastard, is said to be crazy enough to personally cut down a marquis within the palace by the throat. We cannot bend the kingdom’s pride any longer to a man like that. No, even if we did so, he would not let our kingdom go!”
    

    
      In the councilroom where the kingdom’s most important nobles were gathered, Crown Prince Veyons expressed his rage, pushing for a declaration of war against the empire.
    

    
      “Your Highness, a declaration of war? The Bajran Empire likely has far more Skyknights than we think. But our kingdom has only 450 Skyknights. In addition, the empire has 700,000 elites, a force four times what we have. So Your Highness’ words to declare war are no different from asking us all to die.”
    

    
      “Sir Kalderon! Then what do you think we should do about a crazy emperor in this situation? Do you think that scoundrel will truly leave the kingdom alone even if we send more treasures?!”
    

    
      “Sir Yaramis! Your words are too much. I am someone who loves the kingdom as much as you. But for the Emperor to be so enraged, do you not think that there is a reason behind it? And how could you speak such absurdities, what would you do if your curses were to reach the Emperor’s ears?”
    

    
      “Just whom do you serve?! How dare you say such impudent words in front of His Highness the Crown Prince!”
    

    
      The two counts were squabbling in front of the king, something they would never dare to do in normal circumstances. It was because the Emperor of the Bajran Empire was preparing to invade that they showed such disrespect and disloyalty. A single word from the Emperor of Bajran was more than impactful enough to shake the kingdom.
    

    
      “Stop…” said King Vekadrian quietly. He had to make a decision. He could choose to attempt to placate the Emperor, or fight with the resolve to die.
    

    
      “For now, Sir Kalderon will go as an ambassador to seek an audience with the Emperor. Just know that the crown will assist with that as much as possible.”
    

    
      The king wore a pained expression on his face. Upon seeing that, the Crown Prince and the loyal knights bore their tears, silently vowing to never forget the hatred they felt today. 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      I drank beer late into the night, doing a ton of one-shots with the knights. Thanks to the dwarves, there was a beer warehouse of enormous size in the covert. I had the entire thing opened up and distributed. Carried away by the feeling of victory, a great deal of it ended up in my belly.
    

    
      Only when dawn broke did I crawl into bed. Even for someone with a stamina of steel like myself, my body couldn’t stand so much alcohol on top of a whole day of tension. But as I woke blearily from my sleep, I felt something strange next to me.
    

    
      
        Squish.
      
    

    
      My hand groped out to figure out the identity of what was next to me and was met with a squishy sensation.
    

    
      ‘Mommy!’
    

    
      My hangover was instantly blown away. No matter how dense I might be, I was old enough to understand what the ‘thing’ in my hand was.
    

    
      ‘Keh… there’s, there’s even another one.’
    

    
      I needed to open my eyes and check, but my body was frozen stiff because of the two existences (and their squishy you-know-whats) next to me. I racked my brains. I definitely came to bed alone after drinking rowdily with the knights, but two women were sleeping next to me, breathing softly. I wasn’t wearing my airplate, but considering the state of my clothes, it seemed that my ‘innocence’ was intact.
    

    
      ‘Which means, the guard knights of the headquarters didn’t stop them.’
    

    
      The most important person in Nerman was me. As such, Derval had a separate regiment of knights and soldiers stationed in the headquarters. The two women had slipped past their guard and entered my room. I thought hard, but couldn’t remember anything else.
    

    
      “Nnng…”
    

    
      ‘Hng!’
    

    
      The woman sleeping on my right suddenly reached out with an ever-so-soft hand and snuggled my neck.
    

    
      “Ahmm…”
    

    
      And then, the woman sleeping on my left also moved her hand, this time to my belly.
    

    
      ‘Just… kill me now.’
    

    
      I was a youth with boiling vitality, and these two unknown women were grabbing me like a body pillow. There was no greater torture.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’ I opened my eyes slightly. Though I was flustered, I still needed to know who they were before getting taken advantage of so that I could take responsibility, no? My eyes caught sight of two sets of very differently colored long hair. ‘Who are they?’
    

    
      The golden and silver hair contrasted very clearly from one another. Their hair glistened and gleamed like freshly cooked rice, as if they were born and bred in noble houses.
    

    
      ‘What a headache.’
    

    
      I first took a look at the woman boldly lying on my right. And after confirming that the person I most suspected out of all of the ladies was there, I felt my head throb.
    

    
      ‘You sure are frickin’ cheeky for a young girl.’
    

    
      She was the greatest contributor in this war and the critical element of our victory, the guardian of the Temir, Lokoroïa. Her airplate had been tossed to who knows where, and she was unreservedly playing wife while wearing clothing made of thin fabric.
    

    
      Lokoroïa was one thing, but I couldn’t easily guess the identity of the silver-haired woman. I slowly turned my head.
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      A sharp cry of shock immediately burst out from my lips. A woman I never could have guessed was lying there, a woman who had placed her airplate neatly at her feet and was wearing a white blouse.
    

    
      ‘I-Irene…’
    

    
      To my utter surprise, the woman sleeping with a happy smile on my left side was Countess Irene.
    

    
      “Haah.”
    

    
      I unconsciously breathed a sigh of marvel. The physique of a mature woman was a stark contrast from Lokoroïa’s immature one on my right. I didn’t know women, but Irene clearly had a body of perfection that could draw a cry of admiration from a monk. Along with her slender body, which stuck out and tucked in at all the right places, she was sticking to my side with a cute, kitten-like smile that was leagues different from her usual cold expression.
    

    
      ‘She’s the ultimate Sleeping Beauty.’
    

    
      I couldn’t quite forget the fact that she was a little older than me, but Countess Irene was far too lovely to give up. Irene was so charming that even that crazy dog, Poltviran, was drooling over her.
    

    
      ‘But how did this happen? How come two women are sleeping in my room, and on my bed, no less?’
    

    
      Somehow, I ended up sharing a bed with Irene, a woman with a mature body, and Lokoroïa, whose body gave off a ton of fresh, youthful charm. With my head raised, I tried to guess why the two women had invaded my room.
    

    
      ‘Lokoroïa has always been stubborn, so I’m not too surprised, but why did Irene…’
    

    
      My doubt grew, but the two women who could tell me the answer were sleeping soundly.
    

    
      ‘Eh, whatever! I’d have to be crazy to kick away a treasure that rolled over all on its own.’
    

    
      I was sharing a bed with a woman for the first time in my life. This was very different from when I fainted while kissing Lokoroïa. I savored the feeling of cuddling two beauties in each arm on a plushy bed in a room heated with temperature magic. At that moment, I didn’t even envy Emperor Qin.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhuhu…’
    

    
      Since things had become like this, I decided to give the best service I could and offered the two ladies my arms to use as pillows.
    

    
      ‘With a warm back and two world-class beauties on each side to sleep with, ask thyself if this is heaven.’
    

    
      I put on the airs of a noble founder as I closed my eyes. Since they were already in my bed, I wanted to swim a bit longer in heaven with them.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Tremble.
      
    

    
      Irene woke up at the sound of rustling. As she felt her head rising and Kyre’s muscular arm coming in underneath it, her heart began to beat so hard she thought it might fly out of her ribcage.
    

    
      Kyre had raised her head and was nonchalantly giving her an arm pillow.
    

    
      ‘Crazy… I must be crazy.’
    

    
      It was the alcohol. She had just experienced the first large-scale war of her life. Before her identity as a woman, Irene was a knight who served one master, and she became totally intoxicated by the terrific victory Kyre achieved. In her state of excitement, she had knocked down beer right along with the Nerman Skyknights.
    

    
      ‘What do I do now?’
    

    
      The more she thought about it, the more ridiculous and shameful the current situation seemed. Because she was a knight, she wasn’t totally unused to drinking, but she had never drunk this heavily. Though she became extremely drunk, Irene was very clear on where she should sleep, so she had walked drunkenly to her bed. The moment she was about to go into her room, she saw a woman going into Kyre’s room with fairly drunken steps.
    

    
      It was Lokoroïa, the woman said to be the Great Shaman of the uncivilized Temir people. Irene had even fought them before, back when she was a knight of the Bajran Empire. 
    

    
      In her half-conscious state, Irene watched Lokoroïa disappear into Kyre’s room with wobbly steps. Driven by a sudden flush of heat in her chest, Irene followed Lokoroïa into Kyre’s room. At first, she only intended on quietly dragging the cheeky girl out with her. But as soon as she went into the room, Irene’s thoughts took a 180. Lokoroïa had wasted no time in burrowing into Kyre’s embrace while he slept like a log. Kyre was grinning foolishly as he hugged Lokoroïa, a woman with a body far inferior to Irene’s own. 
    

    
      The drunk Irene wasn’t able to think of much. She simply had the confidence that she had a body Kyre liked more than Lokoroïa’s. Compelled by that thought, Irene removed her airplate, as was her habit, and burrowed into Kyre’s left side.
    

    
      Such an action was only possible because she had long recognized that she liked Kyre. Bolstered by liquid courage, she snuggled Kyre, just like Lokoroïa.
    

    
      “Zzzzz…”
    

    
      After giving her an arm pillow, Kyre had fallen straight into deep slumber. Irene raised her eyes slightly to look at Kyre’s face from the side.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, this might actually be a chance.’
    

    
      Irene hadn’t lived her years for show, so she was more or less clear on certain things. She knew that Priestess Aramis, the one called a saintess in Nerman, Princess Igis, the one she served, and Lokoroïa, the woman sleeping calmly next to Kyre, all three of them liked Kyre just as she did.
    

    
      Irene unconsciously burrowed her head deeper into Kyre’s embrace.
    

    
      She decided not to struggle anymore. Kyre was a hero of the ages who could not be claimed by one woman alone. She decided that instead of living her life with an unrequited love, she would become one of the women by his side.
    

    
      ‘Ah…’
    

    
      For the first time in her life, she breathed in the intense odor of a man. In that manner, Irene became Kyre’s woman. She became a slave of his heavy, masculine scent, something she would never, ever be able to forget…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 136: Bewitching the Worker Ants
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “UWAAAAAAAAAAARGH!”
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaaaash. Claaaaaaaang.
      
    

    
      Prince Alskane’s rage-filled cry was like the howl of a tormented wolf. Just yesterday, he had, in essence, been the commander of 200,000 troops and 500 Skyknights. But in just one day, and in an incredibly short amount of time, Laviter’s great army was shattered into pieces. 
    

    
      Alskane had gone into the battle with the resolve to capture Nerman’s Lord, tear his skin off, and rip him to pieces. Defeat was something that had never even occurred to him.
    

    
      But Prince Alskane tasted defeat, a wretched defeat that made him the number one person responsible for a battle where 200,000 troops and 500 Skyknights were lost.
    

    
      “KUAAAAAAAAGHHHH!”
    

    
      He still remembered how Nerman’s Skyknights doggedly chased after them. Due to his fear of death, Prince Alskane peed himself. Even after arriving in the Yanovis Duchy castle, he was kept awake the entire night by the sound of Kyre laughing after shoving him and the empire’s troops into hell.
    

    
      “UWAAAGH, UWAAAAAAAAAGHHH!”
    

    
      The Prince tore at his hair as he howled, the shards of every piece of furniture in the room at his feet. He had suffered humiliation that he would never be able to forget, even in death. He wanted to kill that bastard so badly that he would gladly sell his soul to do so.
    

    
      When it came to the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, all Alskane wanted to do was to rip out his tongue and tear his heart to pieces.
    

    
      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Why is my ear so itchy all of a sudden?”
    

    
      Thanks to the beauties at my side, I slept very deeply and woke up refreshed. The sun reached midday before I was able to make my way to my office. It was about time to get up, but because there were two beautiful women who burrowed into my embrace like it was some kind of competition, I ended up having to stare blankly at the ceiling, counting every mote of dust up there.
    

    
      After what seemed like an eternity, the two beauties woke up at the same time. I left them in my room and went into my office after cleaning myself with magic. But then, I suddenly got an itch in my ear. It was as if someone was scheming against me and cussing me out, because no matter how much I scratched my left ear, the itch refused to abate.
    

    
      “Very good, that’s a great attitude,” I said with satisfaction as I looked at the covert from the office window. We’d thrown such a wild festival yesterday, but no one looked as lazy as me. Knights and soldiers were busily moving around various goods and repairing hangars destroyed by stray spears. From my viewpoint as a lord, their attitudes were truly praiseworthy.
    

    
      
        Knock knock.
      
    

    
      “My liege, it’s Derval.”
    

    
      “Oh! Sir Derval, come in.”
    

    
      Creak. With my permission, Derval carefully opened the door and entered.
    

    
      “How is your health?” he asked.
    

    
      “Great. I slept like a baby for the first time in a while.”
    

    
      “That is a relief.”
    

    
      “How about you?”
    

    
      “Thanks to you, my liege, I was also able to have a deep sleep.”
    

    
      I could imagine that he hadn’t been able to sleep properly because of Laviter. He wasn’t the type of person to have slept in, but even a short but deeply restful sleep was better than a long but fitful one.
    

    
      “Is the cleanup done? At least for the most part?”
    

    
      “Not quite yet, but the large tasks have been completed.”
    

    
      “Tell me what the damage was on our side.”
    

    
      Even as I enjoyed the festival yesterday, a part of my heart ached. There must have been casualties among the territory’s Skyknights, and there was likely a great deal of casualties from the knights and soldiers fighting on the castle walls. Even so, a short festival was necessary. It was sad that they died, but Nerman was able to achieve peace thanks to their noble sacrifices. I was sure that even as we drank to celebrate that peace, no, to celebrate the dead, a part of everyone’s hearts was in mourning.
    

    
      “From the 102 Skyknights that sortied, there were nine casualties. Of the twenty-five wyverns that were shot down, twelve died, and the rest were healed with holy water.”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      It was pretty much nothing compared to the 300+ wyverns shot down on Laviter’s side, but hearing that nine knights had died made my heart sting with pain.
    

    
      “In addition, thirty-five knights and 890 soldiers defending the walls were killed. We treated the wounded swiftly with holy water, but there were many who could not be healed. Also, around 150 civilians lost their lives to stray spears.”
    

    
      ‘So many people died…’
    

    
      I closed my eyes and briefly mourned their noble deaths.
    

    
      “Other than that, 12 ballistas were completely destroyed, 30 were partially damaged, and the city wall has also taken considerable damage.”
    

    
      The damage was less than expected. Who would have thought that anyone could win such a huge victory with damage as minimal as this against a large force from Laviter? However, from the territory’s viewpoint, the losses we suffered weren’t small. It was possible to treat them with holy water as long as they didn’t die instantly, but so many people had died without a chance of treatment.
    

    
      “And the losses on the enemy side?”
    

    
      “Their damages are enormous. First of all, only 200 of the 500 enemy wyverns returned alive, and around 170 wyverns out of the 300 crashed or had no impediment to their lives. The remaining 130 died.”
    

    
      My eyes grew wide. 170 wyverns had survived. No amount of money could buy that many wyverns in a short period of time.
    

    
      ‘We did it!’
    

    
      I clenched my fist. I considered capturing at least 100 alive a success, but we had managed 170.
    

    
      “Also, 250 of the 300 Skyknights riding the wyverns either died or committed suicide. The rest were taken as prisoners.”
    

    
      That was only natural for the Laviter Empire’s best nobles and knights. There were definitely people who killed themselves because it would be shameful to be captured by the enemy.
    

    
      “What about their infantry?”
    

    
      “Well… it’s quite a headache.”
    

    
      “What do you mean? Did they go on a rampage or something?”
    

    
      “No, sir. It’s not that they rampaged, but that too many soldiers were captured as prisoners,” Derval said, unable to hide his unease.
    

    
      “There are too many?”
    

    
      I also somewhat expected this.
    

    
      “Yes. They are so numerous that we haven’t been able to figure out exactly how many enemies we’ve captured as prisoners. It has to be well over 180,000 at the very least.”
    

    
      ‘That’s indeed a lot.’
    

    
      180,000 wasn’t some meager, pitiful number or anything. It was a force ⅓ the size of Nerman’s population.
    

    
      “We’ve gathered the prisoners on the plains outside the city and have them under watch, but we’ll need at least 5,000 soldiers in order to contain them.”
    

    
      Derval emphasized the ‘at least.’
    

    
      ‘Even after nabbing a big victory, the aftermath is a pain.’
    

    
      180,000 soldiers were captured as prisoners. They were all young, healthy soldiers with hearty appetites, so they would also eat a lot.
    

    
      “Have you treated all of the wounded?”
    

    
      “We treated the ones with urgent wounds yesterday. Lady Aramis and the paladins lent us their help.”
    

    
      There was no way the angelic Aramis would have left them to die. To her, it didn’t matter if they were enemies or allies—they were all just pitiful children of God in her eyes.
    

    
      “What do you think should be done with the prisoners?”
    

    
      “The Laviter Empire should be contacting us soon. Noble families will send people to retrieve the nobles and knights, whether they’ve died or not, and the empire will also come to negotiate for prisoners in order to quell the complaints of the people.”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, prisoner negotiations, huh.’
    

    
      For the winners, the war was a blessing, and for the losers, it was a curse like no other. We reaped a massive profit from the wyverns alone, but it seemed we’d be able to get an extra cut from the prisoner negotiations. 
    

    
      ‘Wait a sec, so how much war supplies did they leave behind?’
    

    
      Even if we were to sell the weapons used by 200,000 Laviter troops as scrap metal, it would be enough to sustain Nerman for several years. There were also various other military goods necessary for war, like arrows, horses, provisions, and tents for sleeping. We must have acquired an unimaginable quantity of military supplies.
    

    
      “But where did all the knights go? I didn’t see many wyverns in the covert, either.”
    

    
      “They sortied to mop up the remnants of imperial troops scattered around the territory. The number of people that fled is significant as well.”
    

    
      “Are the civil militias at every village in operation?”
    

    
      “Everyone who fled went in the direction they came from, not to the areas where most of our residents are concentrated. And even if they were to appear, our people won’t lose to a few shabby Laviter soldiers.”
    

    
      Before I came here, Nerman’s residents came out of the womb with the goal of becoming mercenaries. We brought in most of the old soldiers for the war, but even the people left in every village were capable of putting up a fight.
    

    
      “Are there any mages, by any chance?”
    

    
      “There are. We have captured 200 mages of at least the 4th Circle from the battlemage regiment belonging to the Corps. They are dangerous individuals, so we put mana shackles on them, along with the knights.” 
    

    
      ‘200! Kukuku.’
    

    
      As expected of a large empire. Unless you were an empire, you couldn’t even dream of having a regiment of several hundred 4th Circle or higher mages.
    

    
      My brain began to whirl with countless calculations. I couldn’t just leave such a huge lump of manpower sitting around. No work, no pay! Those who didn’t work didn’t have the right to eat!
    

    
      “Gather all of the prisoners in front of the central gates.”
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      Derval blinked at me, not understanding my meaning.
    

    
      “I have something to say, so except for the knights and mages, round up all the prisoners.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      It wasn’t my first or second time giving an order like this. Derval erased his doubts and shouted his acquiescence. I would show him once again that I, Kang Hyuk, had a lot of nerve.
      

    

    
      ‘You can’t see the end of them.’
    

    
      Simply gathering all of the prisoners being kept all over the place took a long time. After shaking off the shock from yesterday, they probably couldn’t believe that they had become prisoners. With a force of 10,000 at most keeping them prisoner, I was sure the impatient ones in the lot were feeling wronged enough to bite their tongues and die.
    

    
      ‘To think that the slaves of yesterday are allies today… All sorts of things happen in life, don’t they.’
    

    
      The Temir warriors were encircling the imperial troops, following the orders of Kantahar, who I had appointed the leader of the Temir slaves. It was like that phrase adults said sometimes, you’ve got to meet the right match to live well.
    

    
      ‘Their military discipline is perfect.’
    

    
      Despite having become prisoners, once my men started herding them to one side, the Laviter troops swiftly organized into rows and lines on their own. Thinking what might have happened if we had really clashed head-to-head with them was pointless. In a formal, textbook battle, the people of Nerman would have obviously lost 100 times out of 100.
    

    
      Standing on a rampart next to the central gates, I shouted loudly using mana.
    

    
      “I am the Lord of Nerman, Count Kyre.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      The moment I appeared, the gazes of the prisoners were focused entirely on me.
    

    
      
        Ziiiiiiing.
      
    

    
      They were glaring at me with eyes whirling with a mix of rancid emotions, like murderous intent, rage, hate, fear.
    

    
      “The circumstances leading to our meeting are regretful, but in any case, nice to meet you all.”
    

    
      I filled my voice with the self-assurance of a winner. If I were a tyrant, not a single person would complain even if I were to kill all of these prisoners. In the current age, prisoners captured from war had no more value than that of slaves.
    

    
      “I have gathered you all like this in order to make a proposal.”
    

    
      “......?”
    

    
      The prisoners looked confused by my words. I was someone who held authority over their life and death. It was probably the first time an enemy leader came out personally and offered prisoners a proposal.
    

    
      ‘Ya brats. Relax, I won’t eat you.’
    

    
      I could feel taut tension from their questioning gazes. They were clearly worrying that I might do something to them. 
    

    
      “Even if you are prisoners, I do not wish to handle you like slaves in accordance with the war traditions thus far. As a faithful servant of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, I do not wish to treat you like animals.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      As my words carried over the land, the prisoners fell into silence.
    

    
      “Soon, the Laviter Empire will propose prisoner negotiations for you. I will readily accept that proposal.”
    

    
      For the sake of my goal, I first reassured the prisoners.
    

    
      “Also, until you return to the empire, you have my word that you will receive three meals per day, comfortable quarters, and the opportunity for the sick to receive treatment from the Neran Temple, just like Nerman’s soldiers.”
    

    
      Second, I threw out the bait.
    

    
      “Can those words be believed?”
    

    
      “Hmph, they’re all lies.”
    

    
      The incredible treatment I offered had the prisoners murmuring in surprise.
    

    
      ‘Ya brats, you surprised? Huhuhu.’
    

    
      They were in a situation where they could be thankful that they weren’t killed or sold off, so of course they were surprised that I was offering them plentiful food and a place to sleep.
    

    
      “Silence!”
    

    
      
        Thruuuumm.
      
    

    
      I activated my mana core and shouted the command with such force that the very earth seemed to shake.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      The prisoners fell silent again, shushed by my one deafening word. I could clearly feel their fear towards me upon experiencing  my oppressive mana.
    

    
      “But that won’t be given for free. That is precious grain my people, knights, and soldiers spilled blood and sweat to grow. Anyone who takes it without giving anything in return has no conscience. In addition, know that I am not saying this because I forgive you for killing my soldiers and people yesterday.”
    

    
      A warning followed the good conditions. I could see the prisoners’ gazes wavering. Even they had to admit that what I offered was far too good, but if they had a shred of conscience and the capability to think, they should know their crime.
    

    
      “Until the empire comes to carry out the prisoner negotiations, I will put you to work in Nerman’s development. However, I will not treat you like slaves. Regular soldiers will receive a salary of 1 Gold per month, centurions 10 Gold, and lieutenants 100 Gold.”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “What kind of ridiculous…”
    

    
      Nothing like this had ever happened in the continent. Giving captured prisoners not just one meal per day, but three, a place to sleep and access to the temple, as well as a salary on top of that… Getting a salary for something they were going to be forced to do anyway made the Laviter soldiers look at each other in agitation.
    

    
      ‘How could you guys possibly understand my intent?’
    

    
      The better the bait, the better the fish—that was an eternal truth. The Nerman soldiers keeping watch over the prisoners also looked surprised. The salary I was offering was lower than theirs, but simply giving money to prisoners was something they couldn’t understand. However, I absolutely needed the help of these prisoners.
    

    
      “But if anyone causes trouble despite this incredible offer of mine, or attempts to flee, he or she will be killed immediately upon discovery. And as you all probably know, even an upper circle mage is not capable enough to flee from Nerman. We have the ocean to one side, rugged mountains encircling us, and there are still various monster encampments scattered around. In addition, Nerman is entirely made up of plains. If you have the confidence to avoid detection by Skyknights, do as you please… if you do not value your life, that is.”
    

    
      I put the decisive finishing stamp on my speech. Basically, obedient ones would be given the salary of most mercenaries, while anyone who tried to flee or do anything seditious would be culled. Anyone who wanted to continue living would have no choice but to do as I said.
    

    
      ‘And that marks the birth of a huge labor force of 180,000! A present granted to me by the heavens!’
    

    
      Nerman was a place with a mountain of things on the agenda. I would make use of the elite Laviter soldiers, who had strength to spare thanks to their robust physiques. They would become the ants working to construct my paradise!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “You’re already leaving?”
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s a pity, but spring is important for our people as well.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry to see you go.”
    

    
      “Hoho, don’t worry. I’ll make time to come down and see you now and then.”
    

    
      ‘Now that she’s leaving, I feel a bit sad.’
    

    
      Lokoroïa and the Temir folk could be called the true protagonists of our landslide victory this time. Despite that, it was still difficult for them to mesh with Nerman’s knights and soldiers, and it was time for them to leave.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Nonsense… The Great Guardian Warrior is me, and I am the Great Guardian Warrior, so no thanks are necessary.”
    

    
      Even as she spoke about man and wife being of one flesh, her eyes were full of regret as she looked at me.
    

    
      “This is a present for you.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      I didn’t have much to give. As someone who received a ton of jewels every year as tributes, Lokoroïa was more rich than me. I gifted her a dwarven-made mithril hairpin. It had a crescent moon shape and was encrusted with a bunch of little diamonds.
    

    
      “I like it,” Lokoroïa said, smiling brightly as she put it in her hair.
    

    
      “Safe travels. Send a lumikar if there’s anything you need.”
    

    
      “Yeah, good luck over here too.”
    

    
      With those words, Lokoroïa gave me a hug.
    

    
      ‘Affection sure is a scary thing.’
    

    
      Even though we only kissed and slept in the same room together, my chest was all stuffy. This feeling could be called the sadness of parting with your loved one.
    

    
      “Great Guardian Warrior… I fully understand it.”
    

    
      “W-What do you understand?”
    

    
      Still in my embrace, Lokoroïa started saying something weird.
    

    
      “It’s only natural for outstanding warriors to have multiple women in order to sow their amazing seed.”
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      As expected of Lokoroïa, she had very special 4-dimensional thoughts. I had no idea a young person like her could have such… admirable thoughts. I didn’t know who educated her, but it seemed they had done a great job.
    

    
      “Just don’t forget me. That’s all I ask. Alright?”
    

    
      As she spoke, Lokoroïa’s eyes gleamed like black pearls as she raised her head to look straight into my eyes.
    

    
      
        Chu.
      
    

    
      I laid a light kiss on her forehead.
    

    
      “Heheh…”
    

    
      Unlike usual, Lokoroïa giggled at my kiss like a cute girl her age should act.
    

    
      “I’ll come visit you soon. Be well.”
    

    
      “Okay,” she murmured, leaving my arms and jumping up onto her wyvern.
    

    
      “Darutakain! Darutakain!”
    

    
      The Temir Skyknights shouted ‘darutakain,’ and I raised my fist high in the air in response.
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAAAH!”
    

    
      These helpful assistants raised an energetic cheer.
    

    
      
        Flap flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      Lokoroïa’s wyvern thudded off, beating its wings hard and going aloft.
    

    
      
        Flap flap flap, flap flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      300 wyverns followed suit.
    

    
      ‘Safe travels, my friends.’
    

    
      We received their help, but the Temir Skyknights were forced to stay outside the city because of the complicated relationship from the past. They left just like they had come, disappearing like the wind.
    

    
      ‘I will definitely turn this land into a place where everyone can live peacefully without hate…’
    

    
      This time, I was sending them off in a regretful manner, but one day, my land would be one where everyone could live with open hearts. The name of that land was Nerman, the cradle of love and peace.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “T-That is…”
    

    
      “What’s wrong? Do our words sound like a joke to you?”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      In the Imperial Palace of the Bajran Empire, Count Kalderon, the ambassador sent by the Krantz Kingdom, was rendered completely speechless by Emperor Poltviran’s proposal.
    

    
      “Oh mighty Emperor of the Great Bajran Empire, the two princesses of the kingdom have already married into neighboring kingdoms. But Your Majesty desires to take them as concubines… I beseech Your Majesty to retract thy words. If Your Majesty were to bestow any other command upon us, every citizen of the Krantz Kingdom will do their utmost to realize it.”
    

    
      Emperor Poltviran gave one condition, and it was that the twin princesses that had married into the Kuviran and Kerpe Kingdoms several years ago had to be given to him as concubines. The Emperor spoke lightly of a demand difficult to grant even if they were unmarried. As he did so, his viper eyes gleamed coldly, seemingly giving off the stench of blood.
    

    
      “Kukuku, then I suppose negotiations have broken down. We made a fairly easy demand, but you kicked our kindness away…”
    

    
      There was no doubt that he was insane. In order to satisfy a perverted desire, the Emperor did not hesitate to immediately destroy a long-standing alliance between Bajran and Krantz with his absurd remarks. The expression of the ambassador, Count Kalderon, turned as black as the bottom of a burnt pot.
    

    
      “Go tell your king. In the season of the Ruler of Fate, Romero, We shall personally go forth to subjugate the Krantz Kingdom that insulted us! KUHAHAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      Emperor Poltviran’s laughter echoed throughout the palace, ringing with utter delight. Bajran troops were already assembling at the Krantz Kingdom’s borders, all in order to faithfully carry out the commands of their mad emperor.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 137: There’s No Such Thing as Free
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “T-The elves have come!”
    

    
      “YEAAAH!”
    

    
      I put the slaves in Nerman to work at once, striking while the iron was hot. 10,000 were put in the coal mines in order to prepare for winter, 10,000 were sent to mine limestone and collect sand for cement production, 30,000 for road construction, 10,000 to produce bricks, 10,000 to finish building the salt farm, and the rest were put to work repairing the castle walls or miscellaneous farming work. 
    

    
      ‘Hoho, there’s 100 of them.’
    

    
      The elves had flown over with every harpy at their disposal. They landed swiftly near me, sitting two elves to one harpy.
    

    
      I exchanged greetings with a male elf who seemed to be the oldest among the elves and their leader.
    

    
      “May the blessing of the green bough be upon thee.”
    

    
      “May the forest’s peace be upon Brother Kyre,” the elf said smoothly in response.
    

    
      ‘Aww, our cutiepie has come as well.’
    

    
      In human years, she was a 60-year old granny, but in elf years, Narmias was a woman in her early 20s, right in her prime. She was beaming at me.
    

    
      “Chief Elder Parciano has ordered us to do our utmost to assist you. What will you have us do, Brother?”
    

    
      “Allow me to extend my gratitude to the Chief Elder and you all once again for your kind consideration.”
    

    
      I showed the highest level of respect to the elves, a race that put a high value on courtesy.
    

    
      ‘Who would have thought that elves would move just for some bread?’
    

    
      Just one soft bread and a few pieces of fruit could turn the elves into faithful workers. Even the effort of 10,000 couldn’t match up to the spirit summoning power of the 100 elves here.
    

    
      “First of all, I believe we should finish the road construction that was left unfinished last year. There should be a few brothers among you who have a great deal of experience with the process.” 
    

    
      My eyes were pretty sharp, so I could immediately tell that quite a few of the elves were people who had participated last year.
    

    
       “I think 30 should be plenty for this area. If the rest would kindly follow me to a different area, I would be much obliged.”
    

    
      “As your heart wills, Brother.”
    

    
      These elves, who had suffered from a stress disorder year after year, had apparently received strict orders from Elder Parciano. They complied with zero complaints.
    

    
      “Sir Andriave.”
    

    
      “Y-Yes, my liege!” Andriave stuttered, clearly nervous from meeting the legendary elves face to face.
    

    
      “You just have to connect the road according to this blueprint.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege!”
    

    
      Andriave put emphasis on ‘my liege’ at the end, sending me a gaze full of respect.
    

    
      “I will move to a different construction site, so if anything comes up, inform me with communication magic.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Around 20,000 construction workers were present for the road going east. Much like Andriave, they stared at the elves with shock. Elves were currently extremely rare no matter where you went on the continent, so seeing not just one, but a hundred of them at once was sure to become an unforgettable memory for the workers.
    

    
      “Summon Terran!”
    

    
      “Summon Gnomae!”
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      “I-It’s a high spirit of earth!”
    

    
      The elves kicked it off with a showy blast, summoning a high earth spirit from the start. Shocked exclamations came one after another from the gaping mouths of the prisoners.
    

    
      ‘Well, just chew on this a bit. Huhu.’
    

    
      The faithful elves went straight into constructing the road just like last year without any need for further orders.
    

    
      “What are you lot doing! Hurry and move! Pour sand and cement into the prepared ground!”
    

    
      With just one round of handiwork from spirits, a path hundreds of meters was created.
    

    
      “Gnomae, please make sturdy walls.”
    

    
      The elves only needed to be taught once. They diligently went to work.
    

    
      “Pour!”
    

    
      
        Neiiiiiiigh.
      
    

    
      War chargers from Laviter neighed, now dragging carts full of sand and cement instead of carrying knights on their backs.
    

    
      ‘This place is fine, so shall we mosey on over to the next construction site?’
    

    
      The Kyre Road went from the fort that was being completed near the Havis Kingdom’s borders all the way to Denfors. It seemed we could finish the work in just a few days thanks to the enormous workforce many times larger than what we had last year.
    

    
      “Let us be off, everyone.”
    

    
      The elves swiftly divided their forces and leapt onto the harpies at my order.
    

    
      “Let’s go, Bebeto!”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Now that the number of females he ruled over reached the hundreds, Bebeto had even more strength than ever. He beat his graceful golden-striped wings as he kicked off the ground.
    

    
      Shortly afterwards, I felt the pleasant sensation of lifting off into the air. A smile that refused to leave my lips was proof of my happiness.
      

    

    
      “Those stingy elves are…”
    

    
      “Hmph! Truly becoming of those destroyers of nature!”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      Among the things I was planning, the most important was the construction site for my new castle. 300 dwarves had been moved with transport baskets and were waiting in front of the planned lot. When the elves appeared, their faces turned ugly as they muttered insults, which was met with hardening expressions from the elves as they harrumphed and insulted the dwarves right back.
    

    
      That wasn’t in my plan.
    

    
      ‘I had heard this was the case, but they really are like cats and dogs.’
    

    
      The previously quiet elves were giving off a frosty air, and the fiery dwarves were growling like hunting dogs that had spotted the mutt next door.
    

    
      ‘But I really need their help…’
    

    
      I couldn’t let the great Nerman castle in my mind go aground before construction could even begin.
    

    
      “Haha, let’s all get along. You will see each other often from now on.”
    

    
      “Hmph, why should we bow our heads to those rude beanpoles!”
    

    
      “How do you expect us to breathe the same air as people who do not understand the value of nature? It is absolutely impossible!”
    

    
      ‘You should reconcile while I’m still being nice.’
    

    
      The two races were putting on airs over something so insignificant. Their bad relationship was said to have existed for many years, but in my eyes, it was just because of useless pride. The dwarves were said to destroy nature, but that was a racial trait coming from their artisan mentality. The elves on the other hand were supposed to be rude, but that was because of their inherent prickly personalities that made it hard for them to fit in. Also, at one point, both races had joined forces to fight with humans. Reconciliation was definitely possible.
    

    
      “Come with me a bit,” I said, dragging the white-bearded elder leading the dwarves to one side. “Cooperate with them, will you?”
    

    
      “No way.”
    

    
      “We absolutely need the help of the elves.”
    

    
      “Even so, no. When we say no, we mean it,” the dwarf grandpa insisted, being stubborn as a mule.
    

    
      “Alright then. I won’t force you to continue the construction then.”
    

    
      “......?”
    

    
      With that strong statement, the dwarf blinked his large eyes.
    

    
      “I was going to put a huge beer warehouse in the castle once it was done and call beer craftsmen from all over the continent, but… Well, I guess it’s fine if you don’t want to drink that much beer.”
    

    
      “......!”
    

    
      The dwarf’s eyes had grown as wide as saucers at the mention of beer from all over the continent.
    

    
      “From what I heard, the dark beer from the Indesse Kingdom is made with guavis leaves and tastes remarkable, but… Ah, that’s a dream of the past now. Grilled pork belly with beer… sausages made with plenty of lamb, farewell.”
    

    
      I bid the beer and sausages adieu with a melancholy voice.
    

    
      “Gulp.”
    

    
      For the dwarves, crafting things and drinking beer were the only enjoyments they had in life. A new kind of beer was an irresistible temptation for them.
    

    
      “Sigh, that really takes the wind out of my sails. I even recently emptied out all the beer in the storehouse in preparation for the brewery in the new castle… I’ve got no motivation to make more beer. I can live without beer, so… should I just take this opportunity to prohibit it altogether?”
    

    
      If this were the 21st century on Earth, even an elementary school student wouldn’t be tricked by a threat like this. However, on this continent, innocence was still well and alive.
    

    
      “Ha-Haha. Why say such things? I’m not saying we won’t make the castle, am I? Kyre, we’re brothers, are we not? We dwarves will never turn a cold shoulder to the difficulties of our brother.”
    

    
      The dwarven grandpa that had been stubbornly refusing just moments ago did a complete about face, stroking my hand with his thick palms as he said this and that about brotherhood.
    

    
      “You would have to see the elves every day, so can you endure it? If you’re just saying this now but are planning on changing your mind tomorrow and refusing to work together, please just stop now.”
    

    
      “No! Are you belittling the faithfulness of us dwarves?! I give you my word, on my name as Charvaina, the Second Elder of the Luhalumeres! Until the day your castle is completed, we will never pick a fight with those rude beanpoles.”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, you should have said so from the start.’
    

    
      With this oath from Elder Charvaina, the highest ranking dwarf here, the dwarven side of things was settled in such a simple manner.
    

    
      “Then please go tell the others that they must be on very friendly terms with the elves for the time being.”
    

    
      “Got it. If there are any dwarves that defy my order, I’ll split their heads open with this axe myself!”
    

    
      Elder Charvaina sure had a fiery temperament. He panted as he confidently headed to the dwarves with his short legs.
    

    
      “The elf brother over there, please come here for a moment.”
    

    
      And now, it was time to appease the elves. I called over the elder leading the elves with a displeased expression.
    

    
      “What is it,” the elf intoned flatly.
    

    
      “The dwarves have agreed to help. Please cooperate with them to build the castle.”
    

    
      “Impossible. How could we possibly work while breathing the same air as a race that knows no courtesy.”
    

    
      “Do you not fear the coming winter?”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      “From what I heard, the elves are inflicted with an illness that causes you to waste away for an entire month, but it seems to be bearable.” 
    

    
      I didn’t want to do this, but I started threatening them by exposing their desperate situation. 
    

    
      “You just have to close your eyes once and tolerate it, but do you dislike it that much? Didn’t Elder Parciano say that the clan would soon walk the path of extinction?”
    

    
      “T-That is…”
    

    
      The elf panicked at the mention of Elder Parciano. In elven society, the position of the chief elder was one of absolute authority. That was the elves’ respect and courtesy to the elder who had lived the longest.
    

    
      “There’s a saying like this: patience is bitter, but its fruit is sweet. If you would be willing to work just this one time with the dwarves, the elves will have much to gain. The elves who worship and love nature would be a magnanimous race that can even tolerate the wicked dwarves.”
    

    
      If the dwarves heard what I was saying, they would have frothed at the mouth, but this steeltrap-mouthed elf would never repeat my words.
    

    
      “I get it… After hearing your words, I can see your point.”
    

    
      After placing them on a pedestal, the unnamed elf’s stiff face loosened as he nodded.
    

    
      ‘I’m telling you, it’s not easy to make a living,’ I thought tiredly. I might be called the Lord of Nerman, but I had to bow my head to these immortal phoenixes.
    

    
      “Please be understanding, even if the dwarves do wicked things. They are, by nature, a race that loves to eat and make merry, are they not? Please tolerate such flawed beings with a heart as expansive as nature herself.”
    

    
      “Worry not. As an elder of the Green Tree Clan, I’ll inform the other elves as well.”
    

    
      “Thank you very much.”
    

    
      ‘Just where are those years going?’
    

    
      If they were elders, these hermit grandpas had to be at least 300 years old. I shook my head inwardly at the words of the elf, who looked to be just barely in his early thirties.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu… This is the start. My house will be built on this continent at last!’
    

    
      A huge amount of space was set aside for the lot. I could already imagine the completed castle, the great castle and home of me, Kyre, a place that wouldn’t lose to any royal or imperial castle on the continent.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “W-What are you saying, sir?!”
    

    
      “I’m ordering you to arm all of the prisoners who have finished their work.”
    

    
      “My liege, how could you give such an order…”
    

    
      At my warning and threats, the elves and dwarves silently went to work on the castle site. Dozens of earth spirits were summoned, making the large lot nice and flat in mere moments. The dwarves began building up the castle with red bricks specially produced for the castle’s construction. It was normal for other royal castles to be constructed over several decades by carving and fitting boulders, but I lacked both the time and mental leisure for that.
    

    
      ‘It only takes a few months to put up a 15-floor apartment, so how long would it take to build one measly castle?’
    

    
      I wouldn’t have made this plan to begin with if spirits and magic didn’t exist. I wasn’t so idiotic as to pour all of the territory’s strength into building one castle.
    

    
      “Do as I ordered.”
    

    
      “What would you do if we armed them and the prisoners raised a large-scale uprising? An armed force over 100,000 men strong is enough to instantly bring danger to Nerman.”
    

    
      ‘Derval, like I said, just believe in me.’
    

    
      I absolutely had to make use of this god-given opportunity. Plans for Nerman’s safety had never left my mind last winter, even as I was busy preparing for the empire’s army. From our agricultural independence, the acquisition of a specialty product that could move the continent, and subjugations to secure the territory, I came up with many plans, and I was planning on putting all those together and settling them all in one go. We had 180,000 young, strapping Laviter imperial soldiers vigorous enough to chew through metal, and I received the wholehearted support of the elves and dwarves on top of that.
    

    
      “We’ll push back the monsters to here, the northern area of the Kovilan Mountains, and here, near the Rual Mountains,” I stated, pointing at locations on the map.
    

    
      “Haah,” Derval exhaled. “If you intend on clearing all the monsters, we can indeed use this opportunity to do it all at once, but what is your intent behind the sudden purging?”
    

    
      He must have made up his mind to follow my commands regarding the arming of the prisoners, because his line of questioning turned to the monster expulsion.
    

    
      “Food warehouses.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “These are food warehouses for the wyverns.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      “An area of this size should be able to sustain several thousand orcs and other monsters. We will build a wall over the area where they have been expelled to protect the people.”
    

    
      “So that’s why you intend on using the prisoner soldiers to herd the monsters,” said Derval with a look of understanding.
    

    
      “In any case, the prisoners cannot flee or cause an uprising. The knights and mages that can be called their superiors are all held in isolation, and right now, we’ve technically hired their lieutenants. However, the ones giving the commands will all be Nerman knights. Since the Laviter prisoners are well acquainted with military discipline, they should move according to our wishes.”
    

    
      “I see…”
    

    
      “In addition, their safety has been guaranteed, and they have personally witnessed and experienced that they are being treated exactly like soldiers of Nerman. No one would recklessly abandon their lives and flee or resist in such a situation. If it were you, would you put your life on the line to remain loyal to the empire, even while receiving a wage? If you were a regular footsoldier, not a knight, I mean.”
    

    
      “Remarkable, my liege! I finally understand your deep thoughts.”
    

    
      ‘Overreacting over nothing.’
    

    
      “This humble one misunderstood for a moment. I could not fathom your words when you said that we would be going so far as to give a wage to the prisoners. But after listening to your wisdom today, I understand everything now. As expected of my liege, you are a mighty person this one cannot possibly match.”
    

    
      As he spoke, Derval bowed his head as he showed a look of utter admiration.
    

    
      ‘Derval, there’s no such thing as free in the world.’
    

    
      To be honest, it also pained me to spend my hard-earned money on this. But this was a necessary investment to earn the strength of the Laviter empire’s soldiers. 1 Gold a month might sound like a lot, but it was only 180,000 Gold, and we could make that much many times over with the additional profits from monster clearing. Moreover, I didn’t have to put Nerman soldiers into harm’s way, and the land we reclaimed from the monsters would become stable Nerman territory that we could cultivate crops on starting this year.
    

    
      ‘There’s nothing I’m really spending money on. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      The goods currently being consumed by the Laviter soldiers were entirely the supplies they had brought from the empire. They had brought an incredible quantity of supplies, as if they had decided in advance to make Nerman their own territory. From good quality mobile tents to house the prisoners, one month’s worth of food, and even farming implements, there was nothing they didn’t have. Therefore, I couldn’t just waste the prisoners to spare a few cents. Letting them eat and play despite having perfectly fit bodies for work would be like kicking away a boon granted by the heavens. They might be enemies, but acknowledging and rewarding their sacred labor was perfectly in line with the thoughts I pursued.
    

    
      “There’s no time. We have to make as much use of the prisoners as possible before the special envoy comes from the Laviter Empire for their release. That is the best investment we can make for Nerman’s safe future.”
    

    
      “I understand, my liege. This one will do their utmost to realize your will.”
    

    
      ‘I’m hella busy, but I’m happier than ever.’
    

    
      Just like the words ‘Opportunity follows crisis,’ a splendid chance followed the invasion of the Laviter army. The cogs in my brain were turning rapidly in order to extract the maximum possible profit.
    

    
      After all, I knew better than anyone that Lady Luck was a fickle patron who would not come again for a long time after her departure…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 138: Crazy Lion Bastard
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “So a special envoy must be dispatched…”
    

    
      Behind an enormous throne made of gold, towered a life-size Gold Wyvern with fist-sized rubies for eyes. This was the Imperial Palace of the Great Laviter Empire, the nation with the most power in the continent. And on that throne, sat a man. The Emperor was young, he hadn’t even reached fifty. Emperor Hadveria had the characteristic curly blonde hair of the imperial family. He spoke with an emotionless, indifferent voice as he stared at the hundred or so imperial nobles standing in the throne room. Despite being a sagacious king and the only one of the emperors on the continent to ascend to the Blade Master level, he was called the Ruthless Emperor.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, rather than a special envoy, we must send another subjugation army! If our empire were to dispatch a special envoy, it is a given that all the other nations on the continent would mock us.”
    

    
      “No, Your Majesty. The prisoners must be brought back into the empire at all costs. The morale of the soldiers has already slumped due to this unexpected defeat. If we were to bear the disgrace of abandoning our men who have become prisoners, the soldiers would no longer be willing to raise their swords in the service of the empire.”
    

    
      “What nonsense is that! Why should we bend our pride for something as insignificant as foot soldiers! Your Majesty, I beseech thee to see clearly. We must seize this chance to exterminate the Lord of Nerman, the man named Kyre. Only then would the safety of our empire be ensured!”
    

    
      The two men arguing were Duke Garviant and Duke Luvidium, two of the Five Dukes of the Laviter Empire. Their families had never gotten along, even since the conception of the empire, it was a dynamic that hadn’t changed over the years. Duke Garviant, also called the Hot-Blooded Duke, was over fifty years old, but was still the picture of health. He was zealously insisting on a renewed Nerman subjugation. Opposing him was the 70-year old Duke Luvidium, who was instead calling for the dispatch of a special envoy for the release of the prisoners.
    

    
      “Stop.”
    

    
      The emperor’s emotionless voice rang out quietly in the throne room.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      One word of the Emperor brought the nobles inside the throne room to utter stillness.
    

    
      “Dispatch the special envoy. Duke Luvidium, you shall go and meet the Lord of Nerman.”
    

    
      “I humbly accept thy mandate.”
    

    
      “Agree to whatever conditions he asks for. And… go see what kind of place Nerman is.”
    

    
      His voice was low, but filled with mana, so everyone could clearly hear Emperor Hadveria’s words. The nobles found themselves unconsciously trembling. The Emperor appeared unaffected on the outside, but behind that calm voice, lay the Emperor’s great rage. 
    

    
      The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, would soon clash head-to-head with this man. The rage of the Emperor, a man who could be called the essence of the Laviter Empire, would soon become a storm seeking Kyre and Nerman’s blood, sending the winds of change whipping over the continent…
    

    
      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Take the Skyknights and go to Ibartz Island at once.”
    

    
      “R-Royal Father, what do you mean by that?! Are you telling me to abandon you and this kingdom?!”
    

    
      After Count Kalveron returned from his visit to the Bajran Empire as an ambassador, he relayed the Emperor’s words, which sounded dirty even coming from a mouthpiece, to King Vekadrian of Krantz. King Vekadrian called Crown Prince Veyons late at night. Then, he ordered Veyons to depart that very night with all of the kingdom’s Skyknights.
    

    
      “Ibartz Island is a five hour flight from here, so even if the kingdom is conquered, those imperial bastards will be unable to do anything. From a defender’s viewpoint, you will certainly be able to defend yourselves after some rest, but the enemies’ wyverns will be too exhausted from flying five hours over the sea to attack. Also, there are still thousands of orcs on the island. If you use them as a source of food, you will be able to last for a year.”
    

    
      “Royal Father…”
    

    
      King Vekadrian’s detailed plans indicated that he had planned this well in advance.
    

    
      “From now on, you are everything to the Krantz Kingdom. Survive and clearly repay the humiliation of today to that crazy Emperor.”
    

    
      Death was looming, but King Vekadrian could not conceal his resentment and hatred. Bitter rage towards the Emperor of the Bajran Empire blazed brightly in his eyes.
    

    
      “All of the nobles will surrender as well. Everyone will lay quietly in wait. There is no doubt that the Bajran Empire will soon walk the path to extinction. Until then, wait. Building a castle is difficult, but destroying it takes but a moment. Bajran will fall in the same manner.” King Vekadrian cursed destruction upon Bajran as if he were some kind of prophet. “Your sisters will have already left their royal castles by now. When the time is right, all of the kingdoms will move. Aim for that moment.”
    

    
      “R-Royal Father… argh.”
    

    
      Before the weight of the King’s commands, which sounded like a dying will, Crown Prince Veyons fell to his knees and wept hot tears.
    

    
      “My son! You must satisfy the grudge of this father of yours!”
    

    
      King Vekadrian stroked the head of his kneeling son.
    

    
      “Royal Father!”
    

    
      Veyons, the crown prince of a powerless, weak nation, tightly embraced the leg of his father, seeking to engrave the memory of his one and only father in his soul. After today, they would never meet again… 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Each person’s assigned quota today is three. I hope you will not disappoint me.” 
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      I stared down the imperial mages locked in the covert hangar. By moving wyverns to hangars outside, I freed up five buildings and used them to accommodate the mages, dividing them into five groups. And now, there was a pile of broken spears in front of those mages. No matter how durable the mithril alloy spears were, there were still a lot of spears broken in battle. Spears that had undergone external repairs and needed magic array repair were tossed in front of the mages.
    

    
      “W-We may be mages of the Laviter Empire, but we are disciples of the continent’s magic towers. If you treat us like this, all the magic towers will not stand for it!” protested the mage, who had clearly not yet had his fill of hell.
    

    
      “Five.”
    

    
      “W-What do you mean by that?”
    

    
      “No food for you if you don’t repair five of them today.”
    

    
      “Urk, what ridiculous non—”
    

    
      “Ten.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      The mage blanched at my cold words.
    

    
      “Keep this in mind: you are not mages, but sons of bitches who have become my prisoners.”
    

    
      Unlike the regular soldiers, these guys were unwilling to adapt and were threatening me with what little authority and connections they could claim. It was par for the course for them.
    

    
      “And if you cannot finish the assigned quota today, you will continue tomorrow, and the day after that… and if you still cannot do it then, you’ll have no choice but to starve.”
    

    
      All of the mages turned pale at my threat of starvation. It was customary for knights and mages to receive pretty good treatment even after being captured as prisoners. They could net high ransoms, and people could not treat them too severely for fear of retribution from all the magic towers on the continent. Here I was, threatening to starve them to death in spite of it all. Their hearts were probably withering at the first threat and total disregard that they’d ever experienced in their lives. And they would believe it. They would instinctively know that my emotionless, cold smile wasn’t a lie.
    

    
      “I recommend moving quickly. There are probably a few spears in the lot that’ll take two days or so to repair.”
    

    
      
        Scramble.
      
    

    
      As soon as my words fell, the mages hurled themselves at the pile of spears with desperate abandon.
    

    
      “I grabbed it first!”
    

    
      “I’m your senior!”
    

    
      “Fuck that, give me food then!”
    

    
      
        Pow!
      
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      A round of chaos ensued. If they had the misfortune to cross paths with a misaligned magic circuit, they would starve to death. Their pride as mages was flung far away in order to live.
    

    
      ‘Tsk tsk…’
    

    
      People who always put on airs were quick to turn into dogs in situations like this. And just like I expected, the mages turned into dogs.
    

    
      ‘Is three per day too much?’
    

    
      Actually, even I would find that quota difficult to manage. But humans were creatures of adaptation. I didn’t doubt that these mages would definitely achieve the goal I set.
    

    
      And if they didn’t? That was fine too.
    

    
      After all, I wasn’t the person who would have to starve.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Cruuuuuuuuuuuuuunch!
      
    

    
      ‘Wowie! That’s impressive!’
    

    
      As expected, when it came to spirits, elves were number one. Terran, the high earth spirit, swiftly raised earth to make sturdy dirt walls on both sides. The angles were impeccable, and all the surfaces were as perfectly smooth as glass.
    

    
      “Stack the bricks!”
    

    
      
        Clatter.
      
    

    
      The dwarves took the bricks unloaded for them by the prisoner soldiers and steadily built up the outer walls of the castle.
    

    
      ‘Who would believe that castle walls this large would be approaching completion in just a few days?’
    

    
      Even I was in disbelief due to this grand historical feat. Dirt walls were made with the help of spirits, and sturdy red bricks were rapidly stacked up on either side.
    

    
      “My friend, please pour that over here!”
    

    
      
        Ruuumble.
      
    

    
      There was an even more astonishing sight: the space between the two outer layers of brick was filled with cement and an enormous amount of sand.
    

    
      
        Whooooosh.
      
    

    
      And the spirit making it happen was the wind spirit, Djinn, which was lifting entire carriages into the air.
    

    
      “My friend Ciquelle, please mix this for me.”
    

    
      Sand and cement powder were filling the empty space between the bricks at an alarming speed. The high water spirit, Ciquelle, then mixed it all into a lovely paste.
    

    
      ‘What an enormous flow of mana!’
    

    
      Each of the elves had mana quantities between the 6th and 7th Circle, but because of their extremely high affinity with spirits, they could bring out the inherent power of the spirits. The mana in the air was lurching wildly in response to the movements of such powerful high spirits.
    

    
      ‘At this rate, it should only take about two months.’
    

    
      It wasn’t just the elves and dwarves who were busily working on the castle—the soldiers we had captured as prisoners were also hauling carriages and quickly handling miscellaneous tasks.
    

    
      ‘Shall we head to the next place?’
    

    
      The elves and dwarves didn’t goof off on the job like humans did. They thoroughly digested all of the tasks they were given. With a happy heart, I turned Bebeto to the next construction site.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Things are almost finished here too.’
    

    
      I examined the salt farm, located not far from the port, from above. Cement had been poured into the salt farm lot that we had dug last fall, completing a rudimentary floor.
    

    
      “Careful, careful!”
    

    
      
        Kioooooooooooo! Kuaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      50 dwarves had been entrusted with the construction of the salt farm. They were yelling directions to wyverns moving black marble quarried from the Dwarven Village, most likely taking the utmost care to avoid damaging the black marble that would be laid over the cement floor.
    

    
      ‘We should be able to draw in the sea water as soon as the marble is installed.’
    

    
      The process was about 80% finished. The spirits and magic that were first used to create a perfectly level floor were once again put to use to cut the black marble slabs to the exact width and size.
    

    
      
        Piiiiing!
      
    

    
      Shuriels were unleashing Wind Cutter on the black marble slabs lifted in the air, enjoying this peculiar situation. Just like the elves, if not for this occasion, the spirits also wouldn’t have a chance to appear in the Middle Realm like this.
    

    
      ‘They’re doing well without any fighting.’
    

    
      The prisoner soldiers were being used to clean up the space around the salt farm nicely. The elves and dwarves were also important workers, but the contributions of the miscellaneous workers wasn’t insignificant, either.
    

    
      ‘I guess it’ll get crazy busy again from tomorrow onwards.’
    

    
      The road from Denfors to the Havis Kingdom’s borders was already completed to perfection, but there were still many more roads to build. This time, we were building a road between Fort Ciaris and Orakk Castle. And tomorrow, the monster subjugation would begin in full force.
    

    
      Because of the extensive river running through the land, Nerman was divided into quarters. From among those split-off areas, we would be cleaning up the area towards the Kovilan Mountains this time.
      

    

    
      “Find the King!”
    

    
      “Kill all who resist!”
    

    
      
        Cla-cla-cla-clang.
      
    

    
      “Kuaaaghh!”
    

    
      “LONG LIVE THE KRANTZ KINGDOM!”
    

    
      A bloody struggle was raging at the Krantz Royal Castle, which was situated on fertile terrain with the Perkone River running through it. A large flight of 1,000 Bajran Empire wyverns had declared war and crossed the borders. The assistance of infantry was wholly unnecessary. They already knew that the kingdom’s Skyknights had fled with the Crown Prince, so Bajran used what could be called an elite troop of Skyknights to attack the royal castle.
    

    
      And so began the battle. The soldiers had dispersed at the command of the King, so the only people guarding the castle were the 300 knights of the Royal Guard who had sworn their loyalty to the kingdom.
    

    
      
        Baaaam.
      
    

    
      “Uaaagh!”
    

    
      It was brutal and violent. The Bajran Empire’s Skyknights blanketed the sky above the castle, hurling spears at whichever Royal Guard knights they saw, hunting them to extinction.
    

    
      “Kuhahahaha! Aside from the royal bitches and maids, kill them all!”
    

    
      Under the protection of around 100 Imperial Skyknights, the pride of the Bajran Empire, Emperor Poltviran yelled down commands from above the castle.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      The wyvern he was riding screeched in excitement at the smell of the blood suffusing the air, an action only a wyvern that knew the taste of human flesh would do.
    

    
      “HAAAALT!!!!!!”
    

    
      Just then, a group of Krantz Royal Guard knights appeared in the castle square. They marched forward with undaunted steps, protecting King Vekadrian at their center.
    

    
      “POLTVIRAN, YOU BASTARD!”
    

    
      King Vekadrian had appeared, shouting with rage. Spitting out a curse, he pointed at Emperor Poltviran.
    

    
      “KUHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      Far from getting mad at being called a bastard, Poltviran laughed uproariously.
    

    
      “Is this what our kingdom gets for devoting our loyalty to the empire all this time?! Your father, the late Emperor, must be rolling in his grave right now! You bastard of an emperor, I’m sure your father knew that the Bajran Empire would collapse by your hand!!!!!”
    

    
      Since he was bound to die anyway, King Vekadrian unleashed a barrage of vilification.
    

    
      “Kuku, for a man about to die, you have admirable courage.”
    

    
      “...I might be the first to die, but I won’t leave you in peace even after my death! Until the day your heart is torn into pieces, my soul will haunt you, praying earnestly to the gods! Praying that I will gladly go to hell if they make you accompany me there!”
    

    
      The king went straight from vilification to curses. His benevolent face was nowhere to be seen, replaced by a face black with murderous intent and rage.
    

    
      “Kill him.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Poltviran ordered the execution with a dirty smile.
    

    
      
        Plunge!
      
    

    
      “Gnng—!”
    

    
      But there was no need for Poltviran to have done so. King Vekadrian suddenly drew a sword from his chest and plunged it into his own stomach. He must have been suffering immense pain, but he continued to glare at Poltviran unblinkingly.
    

    
      “Kuku… wait for me, until the moment you die…”
    

    
      Crimson blood was surging out of his mouth as his internal organs and blood vessels were severed, but the King continued to curse Poltviran.
    

    
      “Your Majesty!”
    

    
      “Aghh!”
    

    
      
        Slice! Sliiice.
      
    

    
      The 20 knights that had guarded their liege, the king, up until the very end took the swords they were holding and cut their own throats.
    

    
      
        Clatter. Splaaaaaaaatter. Thud.
      
    

    
      The swords that had cut the necks of their masters fell to the ground and red blood fountained into the air, and a moment later, the bodies of the knights collapsed, their necks half severed. They fell next to their king, as if wanting to guard their liege even in death.
    

    
      The Bajran Empire Skyknights watching the brave end of the knights felt sorrow. They doubted whether they could prove their loyalty with death in the same situation.
    

    
      “Kuhahahahahahahahaha! Burn them! Burn them all up without leaving a single scrap of their bodies!”
    

    
      But their doubt soon turned to cold disappointment. Even in their eyes, the Emperor looked nearly blood-crazed. The curses spat by King Vekadrian writhed in their heads. His words about the late emperor rolling in his grave and the Bajran Empire’s quickly approaching doom kept ringing in their minds, refusing to dissipate.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Ryker, take the 3rd Flight and support the right infantry in clearing out the orcs.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      
        Squeaaaaaaaaaaaal!
      
    

    
      “Keep pushing! Keep it up for just a little longer!”
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      
        Baaaaaam. Kraaawwwk! Squeaaal!
      
    

    
      Holding shields and spears, the Laviter foot soldiers pushed the monsters back in a five-layered charging formation.
    

    
      “Fire!”
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip fwip. Ba-ba-ba-ba-bam. KWAAAAWK!
      
    

    
      Archers unleashed a volley in unison against the orc horde as they thudded towards the charging soldiers.
    

    
      ‘What impressive teamwork!’ The troops of the Laviter Empire were considered the best on the continent. I was able to clearly confirm their true worth as soon as the monster subjugation began. ‘This method of quelling an enemy using another enemy… Who else but me would put such a thing into practice?’
    

    
      The ancient idiom ‘Catching an enemy by using enemies’ originated from the Records of the Three Kingdoms, a book I had relished. There, barbarians were used to face other barbarians. A similar situation was unfolding before my eyes right now.
    

    
      ‘So a big army of 100,000 can exert such enormous power.’
    

    
      The Skyknights were mobilized to find the monsters, and they would hunt down the large monsters with spears ahead of time. The rest were taken care of by the regular soldiers. And before I knew it, one week after we began the subjugation plan, we were able to achieve our goal with overwhelming force.
    

    
      
        Swooooooosh.
      
    

    
      I directed Bebeto to land, and about twenty elves touched down behind me.
    

    
      ‘It pains me to do this to the elves.’
    

    
      If possible, I would have liked to call them over once everything was cleaned up, but we needed to create a border right away, so I brought over elves who were mostly summoners of earth spirits. 
    

    
      “Lady Narmias, please erect a dirt wall around 7 meters high from here to there.”
    

    
      “Understood, Lord Kyre.
    

    
      There were orc corpses strewn at our feet, and the foul odor of the blood they spilled was in the air like a dense fog, but the elves only frowned a little. From that, I could see once again the elves’ rumored characteristic of being merciless towards monsters, heretics of nature.
    

    
      “Mighty Terran, please descend upon us!”
    

    
      “My friend Gnomae, please respond to my call!”
    

    
      
        Grrrrrrrk. Ruuumble.
      
    

    
      The earth spirits appeared immediately at the elves’ summoning rituals.
    

    
      “Please make a sturdy dirt wall!”
    

    
      
        Cruuuuuuuunch.
      
    

    
      As soon as the request was made, a dirt wall surged up before my eyes.
    

    
      “That’s tall enough, thank you.”
    

    
      A dirt wall around 7 meters tall appeared instantly in front of me.
    

    
      “My friends, please continue the dirt wall all the way to the sides!”
    

    
      
        Cruuuuuuuuuunch.
      
    

    
      The elves ran quickly with their unique gait to their positions. Then, they used earth spirits to create a wall around 1 km long in no time at all.
    

    
      ‘It all feels like a dream.’
    

    
      We were running forward like crazy with no time to look back. Yesterday, a lumikar flew in from the Rubis Merchants, bearing a short message that the crazy gangster shithead Poltviran had suddenly invaded the Krantz Kingdom and exterminated them. The Krantz Kingdom’s demise didn’t feel like the problem of a stranger. We were able to nab a big victory against the Laviter Empire because we were prepared for them, but the Laviter Empire wasn’t my only enemy.
    

    
      ‘There’s no knowing when that rabid bastard will flip and come after us. We have to build up our military power as much as possible before then.’
    

    
      I could guess that the crazy shithead must be getting reports of Nerman’s victory around now. Because he was an absolute idiot who followed the whims of his heart more than rational thought, it was possible he would attack Nerman. I had to finish what I had to do before then.
    

    
      ‘Ugyaa!’ I stretched. ‘The sun is already setting.’
    

    
      Only after guiding the monsters nicely to the planned destination did I notice the position of the sun. My lifestyle these days was really hectic.
    

    
      
        Cruuuuuuuuuuunch.
      
    

    
      Even as I stood there, the elves moved busily as they made the wall of dirt, completely unaware that they had already become citizens of Nerman.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “A huge victory? Those Laviter bastards suffered a major defeat against Nerman?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty. It is said that the 200,000 soldiers and 500 Skyknights led by the Laviter Empire’s 2nd Prince, Alskane, and Duke Yanovis suffered a major defeat.”
    

    
      “PUHAHAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      After seizing the Krantz Royal Castle, Emperor Poltviran madly indulged himself in pleasure. He went wild raping captured women of the royal family, maids, and noblewomen for half a month, and during that time, the formerly peaceful castle was haunted by screams day after day. Having just returned to the Imperial Palace with hundreds of captured women, he came to learn of Nerman’s victory.
    

    
      “How fun, so fun… Kukuku.”
    

    
      From his eyes came the glint of a wild beast that had discovered another prey. Duke Ormere, who was making the report, felt his heart freeze up at the sight of the Emperor’s increasing madness. The situation had derailed significantly from his plans. He had wanted to seat Poltviran as a puppet emperor and have his way with Bajran, but Poltviran did not allow that.
    

    
      The offspring of a lion was still a lion, no matter how crazy they were. Poltviran had beaten down the imperial family and the nobles with the force of his madness and majesty.
    

    
      He had become so powerful that Duke Ormere could no longer do anything about him.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 139: The Arrival of Guests
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “You said someone came?”
    

    
      I returned to the office from patrolling over the territory and taking a look at the construction sites. and was about to take a breather when Derval came in and told me that a guest had come.
    

    
      “A special envoy has come from the Laviter Empire.”
    

    
      ‘Damn, they sure came fast.’
    

    
      The empire’s special envoy came sooner than I expected. If the envoy demanded it, I would have to return the prisoners that we had been making good use of for a while now. I had promised the prisoners as much on my name, so it was a promise I absolutely had to keep.
    

    
      “Who is the person who came as the envoy?”
    

    
      “One of the Five Dukes of the Empire, a man named Luvidium.”
    

    
      “A duke?”
    

    
      ‘Hooh~ they’re going more ham than I expected.’
    

    
      I, the Lord of Nerman, was a count, so considering the arrogant empire’s rudeness, I thought they would send a count at most. Therefore, I was surprised to find out that a high and mighty duke from the empire had come.
    

    
      “Where is he now?”
    

    
      “He is in the meeting room.”
    

    
      “Tell him to come up.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Even though the other party was from an enemy country, it was noble manners for me, the lower ranked person, to go to him, but I chose not to do that. I couldn’t call a dude swinging a knife at me my respected senior, after all.
    

    
      ‘It’s about time for them to come, though...’
    

    
      Even while waiting for the special envoy, I was expecting a different guest. We were in dire need of magic crystals used to make the Mark II spears, and magic crystals of the highest quality to be used in the new lord’s castle and in various places around the territory. So when the winter wind Kazofune grew calm, I sent a lumikar to the Kesmire Kingdom.
    

    
      
        Knock knock.
      
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      The door of my worn-down office opened with a creak, and Derval and an elderly man came inside.
    

    
      ‘That person’s a duke of the empire?’
    

    
      I expected a duke of the empire to give off an air of haughty dignity, but Duke Luvidium was as kind-hearted in appearance as the grandpa next door.
    

    
      “Haha, welcome. Thank you for making the long trip here.”
    

    
      I found myself shocked by the words coming out of my own mouth—despite my young age, I was speaking like an old elder.
    

    
      Luvidium let out an exclamation when he saw me. “My, I was unaware that such a young hero was the master of Nerman.”
    

    
      ‘He’s a century-old wiley loach.’
    

    
      He was wearing a normal airplate and looked like an ordinary old man, but Duke Luvidium’s eyes were shining like jewels. He was wearing a smile on his face, but wasn’t relaxing his guard.
    

    
      “May I inquire about His Majesty’s health?”
    

    
      “Haha, you’re asking a mischievous question when you know clearly that His Majesty cannot sleep well thanks to you.”
    

    
      The duke gave my slightly testing words a high-level response. Others would have answered that His Majesty was well and healthy out of respect towards the emperor they served, but this old wiley gramps put up no such pretenses.
    

    
      “Oh dear, did something regretful happen?”
    

    
      However, I was no easy opponent myself. I responded with a truly concerned expression on my face.
    

    
      “It looks like I can talk with you without drawing things out.”
    

    
      A master could recognize another master. Duke Luvidium was able to see right through the sly, sly fox that was I.
    

    
      I put on an energetic smile. And then, the line I’d been preparing came dancing out of my mouth. “50 Gold per regular soldier. 5,000 Gold for survivors of the knight level, and 10,000 Gold for mages.”
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      “Geh!”
    

    
      ‘W-What?’
    

    
      Duke Luvidium’s easy, nonchalant acceptance to my demands had me exclaiming in shock. 
    

    
      ‘S-So this is an empire.’
    

    
      It would take over 10 million Gold in total, but Duke Luvidium simply agreed to it as if such a sum were nothing.
    

    
      “I have prepared the payment in the form of gold tokens issued by the continent’s Big Five merchant groups. Is that fine with you?”
    

    
      “O-Of course.”
    

    
      The sudden strike had me stuttering.
    

    
      ‘Did I price them too cheaply?’
    

    
      To be honest, I expected that when I put out a price like this, the other party would ask me to bring it down a little, and then I’d say no and feign disgust for them being so cheap—that’s the kind of trade I had wanted. Even though the goods being traded weren’t things, but people, money was money.
    

    
      ‘Looking at Derval’s expression, it seems I didn’t do anything wrong.’
    

    
      Derval had an expression as shocked as mine. I could only admit defeat at the empire’s big piggy bank.
    

    
      “Then let us meet again at the Havis Kingdom borders in one month’s time.”
    

    
      “Haha, thank you for the trade. I hope we can continue to see each other in the future.”
    

    
      “...I’d like to give you a piece of advice.”
    

    
      The short trade was completed in moments, and Duke Luvidium was about to leave. The Duke, who had been making direct eye contact with me with his wisdom-filled eyes, suddenly offered me some advice.
    

    
      “Please go on,” I said calmly, gazing into his eyes.
    

    
      “The true strength of our empire is… thousands of Skyknights and 1 million elite troops.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      I silently awaited his next words.
    

    
      “His Majesty, the Emperor… He is no different from a god to us.”
    

    
      I could feel fear and reverence towards the emperor from the words of this man, who was not only a duke of the empire, but a person who had lived many years.
    

    
      ‘Hadveria von Laviter the Third…’
    

    
      I thought of a certain man’s name.
    

    
      “I thank you for the advice.” I bowed my head and showed my thanks.
    

    
      “The business is concluded, so I will go back for today. However, I have a feeling we will meet again very soon.”
    

    
      Regardless of the fact that we were enemies, he took the liberty to tell me that his emperor was not to be underestimated. The Duke himself was no ordinary person.
    

    
      “Please take care.”
    

    
      He was definitely not just here to negotiate the prisoner exchange. There was no doubt that if such an intelligent person was sent as the special envoy, he was the emperor’s spy to find out more about me and Nerman. 
    

    
      A long conversation was unnecessary. The Duke gave me a slight nod and left.
    

    
      ‘Emperor…’
    

    
      Considering Nerman was a rural territory, they were impressive enemies, the emperors of the Bajran and Laviter Empires.
    

    
      “Huhu…”
    

    
      But I wasn’t afraid in the least. Because there was no doubt that they were mortal humans that had to go in and out of the bathroom just like me.
      

    

    
      ‘Impressive.’
    

    
      He was fairly well-informed before coming to Nerman, but Nerman had changed yet again from what was known in the Empire. A castle of the same scale as the Imperial Palace was under construction next to the old city. The outer walls had already been completed, and a wide road connected to the city called Denfors stretched out so long into the horizon that Luvidium could not see the end of it. Everything he saw had the same vigor as the Lord of Nerman he had just seen, Kyre.
    

    
      ‘But… you guys do not know the true face of His Majesty.’
    

    
      The moment his thoughts turned to the Emperor, a cold air seized his entire body. There was no place in the Laviter Empire where the Emperor’s hand did not reach. Nobles and knights had disappeared without a sound. A snippet of complaint against the Emperor, and they had disappeared without anyone knowing one day. The emperor’s meticulous and vicious personality was like day and night.
    

    
      He was aiming his blade. At this place called Nerman, where a young little lion was growing… 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Haha, welcome.”
    

    
      “It has been a while, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      After sending off Duke Luvidium, I was deep in thought because of a nasty feeling I couldn’t shake. But then, to my utter surprise, the guest I’d been expecting from the Kesmire pirates, no, the Kesmire Kingdom, showed up.
    

    
      “You have become more beautiful since we last met.”
    

    
      “Hoho, they may be empty words, but thank you.”
    

    
      Chrisia was a pretty wiley fox herself, but compared to the duke I just met, she was like a child. She took a seat with a healthy smile that made one happy simply by seeing it.
    

    
      “I wanted to see you.”
    

    
      “What a coincidence, I wanted to see you too, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘She’s not an easy opponent, that’s for sure.’ It was characteristic of women on this continent to be shocked silly from being told by a man that he wanted to see her, but Chrisia parried my words with ease. She played with her shining, blue hair while sending me an alluring smile. ‘Fox.’
    

    
      And at that sight, I was once again reminded of a gumiho, the nine-tailed fox of Korean folktales that lured in men and ate them.
    

    
      “It’s truly amazing. Every time I come here, it feels like Nerman is growing at a terrifying pace. There are new buildings that didn’t exist just last fall, and the covert is full of wyverns… Haah, maybe I should just take this chance to get hitched to Your Lordship. I bet I’d never have to worry about starving to death.”
    

    
      I knew she was confident, but I didn’t think she would be so outspoken.
    

    
      “Haha, a spot happens to be open, so if you are interested, please let me know. I will write you in.”
    

    
      “Truly?”
    

    
      ‘Oi oi, can’t you tell a joke, lady?’
    

    
      Chrisia was also a rare beauty. In particular, perhaps because she had grown up on the ocean, but her properly suntanned, healthy-colored skin gave her a feeling of overflowing vitality. However, I was now a firm ‘NO’ for women now. The situation on that front was already unmanageable, so I couldn’t make it worse.
    

    
      “I was joking. If a bad person like me brings in a beautiful woman like Lady Chrisia, how could the knights of Kesmire stand for it?”
    

    
      “Aww, I’m disappointed. I really was interested.”
    

    
      ‘Geh… What's wrong with girls these days?’
    

    
      Chrisia was rendering me speechless. I ignored her hot gaze and started talking about the matter at hand.
    

    
      “To be honest, I asked to meet you because I have a request to make.”
    

    
      “Please continue.” Chrisia listened attentively, wearing an inscrutable smile.
    

    
      “I wish to acquire more magic crystals.”
    

    
      “My goodness, you used up that many magic crystals already? That much was enough for a magic tower to use for about a year…”
    

    
      Chrisia looked earnestly surprised.
    

    
      “I don’t care about the price. I would like to acquire them all, whether they are high or low grade.”
    

    
      “Mm…” Chrisia had a troubled look on her face. “I also wanted to see Your Lordship because of that issue.”
    

    
      “Pardon?” I asked, caught off guard by her sudden words.
    

    
      “That person would like to see you.”
    

    
      ‘That person’ came out of nowhere.
    

    
      “By ‘that person’... who do you mean…?”
    

    
      “The Tsarina of Haildrian sends a formal invitation to the Lord of Nerman, Kyre.”
    

    
      “What? T-The Tsarina of Haildrian did—?!”
    

    
      (TL/N: Haldrian changed to Haildrian)
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 140: The Haildrian Empire’s Invitation
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Wait, why did that lady invite me when she’s never even seen me before?’
    

    
      On the Kallian continent, the Haildrian Empire was called the Ice Empire. There, snow fell for over half the year, and it was the home of special monsters like Ice Trolls and Ice Ogres. That area, which produced an infinite amount of valuable resources like gems and more magic crystals than there were on Kallian combined, had always been like a mysterious land of fantasy for the people of the continent. The Tsarina of such a place had invited me to come visit.
    

    
      ‘Jeez, they all want a piece of me…’
    

    
      I’d long since flung any and all humility far into the distance. I found myself pretty satisfied by the Tsarina who had invited me from the other side of the ocean—she had an eye for people.
    

    
      “If you refuse the invitation, the Tsarina said that the transaction of magic crystals would end. Not just for you, but also for my kingdom.”
    

    
      Chrisia’s calm voice startled me awake from my self-appreciation spree. 
    

    
      ‘Geh! What’s this now?’
    

    
      “Just where is this coming from? Why would she invite me when she’s never even seen me?”
    

    
      “Hoho, I wonder why?”
    

    
      At my perplexed question, Chrisia flashed me a brief smile as she stared right at me.
    

    
      ‘I’m not some fortune teller, so how do you expect me to know that?’
    

    
      All I knew about the Haildrian the Ice Empire was that the ruler of the empire was a fairly young tsarina, and that it was a closed-off place without much interaction with the continent.
    

    
      ‘It is a place I want to visit once…’
    

    
      I was suspicious about the Tsarina’s invitation, but I did have some interest in visiting an unknown continent. The people on the Kallian continent called it the Continent of Dreams. If things had been stable in Nerman, I would have gone there long ago. That was a place with magic crystals and gold galore, and it was even rumored that there wasn’t a single woman who wasn’t a beauty there. Any man with big dreams would definitely want to visit once. 
    

    
      “When will you go?” Chrisia asked, seeing that I was silent and contemplative.
    

    
      ‘We need those magic crystals…’
    

    
      If my relationship with the magic towers was good, we could probably acquire magic crystals through less appealing means. However, it wasn’t just the magic towers who had turned their backs on me, but also nearly every merchant group and empire. On the continent, acquiring trade-restricted items was as difficult as picking a star out of the sky. Moreover, the new castle in the middle of construction, the forts in the territory, and various construction sites absolutely required magic crystals.
    

    
      ‘Without any magic crystals, we can’t even finish ⅓ of what I’ve planned.’
    

    
      I was well aware that Laviter would not back off like this. In addition, there was the threat of Bajran’s gangster emperor, who treated alliances like trash on the street. Nerman had to be fortified with perfect fortresses before those guys did anything.
    

    
      “How long would it take? I’m not sure if you know, but it is not an easy matter for me to be absent considering Nerman’s current condition.”
    

    
      Simply going and meeting the Tsarina for the sake of Nerman’s development was no problem at all. I was suspicious of her intended purpose, but the one having a difficult time was not the Tsarina, but me.
    

    
      “I know that Nerman is still facing multiple crises. In consideration of that fact, I plan on providing you with the fastest sea route.”
    

    
      ‘A high-speed boat would’ve been ideal.’
    

    
      I knew zilch about the sea. I simply longed for the high-speed boats so common in the 21st century right now, when my time was as valuable as gold, no, diamonds.
    

    
      “If we are able to catch the wind of Sharikna in full, it would take around two weeks with wyverns on board. If we didn’t have wyverns, we could use a boat with many sails, and the journey would take ten days.”
    

    
      ‘Ten days? That’s too long…’
    

    
      She was saying ten days now, but I didn’t know how long I would stay there, and once you added in the time it took to get back, there was no doubt that the whole trip would take nearly one month. In addition, if Bebeto wasn’t around, my life would be like pizza without tomato sauce, panties without elastic. But if we used wyvern carriers, the time necessary would shoot way over one month. That was more than enough time for someone to make mincemeat out of Nerman.
    

    
      “Impossible. I cannot spare that much time.”
    

    
      The harmonious atmosphere between us grew stiff at once. The loss of magic crystals was a shame, but I couldn’t abandon Nerman. Even now, there were definitely spies reporting everything about me and Nerman. If the fact that I had left was made known, Nerman would become a house without an owner. Our wyvern numbers had grown, but that level of military power was still not on the same level as a kingdom.
    

    
      “Haah… I know that as well. However, you must go without fail. The Tsarina is furious at the moment.”
    

    
      ‘Furious? Why the hell?’
    

    
      “I don’t understand. The Haildrian Empire and my territory have no correlation, so how can the Tsarina be furious?”
    

    
      It wasn’t the time to joke around—I’d already made this continent’s empires my enemies, but now, even the empire on the other side of the ocean was about to become one too.
    

    
      “It’s all because of you, Lord Kyre,” Chrisia complained, looking at me with an embarrassed gaze.
    

    
      “Wait, what do you me—”
    

    
      “Do you remember? I’m talking about Tiavel, who came with me in late autumn last year.”
    

    
      ‘Tiavel?’
    

    
      Of course I remembered the ice beauty with pure white, gleaming hair that was a rare sight on Kallian. How could I forget the lady who had laughed with such enjoyment at my stupid sparrow joke?
    

    
      “Yes, I remember her.”
    

    
      “She says she wants to see you.”
    

    
      “WHAT!!!”
    

    
      My heart dropped at that. I had interacted with her warmly purely out of courtesy, but it seemed that situation had created a misunderstanding. 
    

    
      “T-That aside, what does Miss Tiavel wanting to see me have anything to do with the fact that the Tsarina is furious? Does that mean Miss Tiavel is imperial royalty?”
    

    
      “Yes… she is.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      ‘Dammit!’
    

    
      When I asked, I didn’t even think it could be true—why in the world would royalty from the Haildrian Empire, a land of secrets, come to Nerman, a dangerous place with nothing to see? But the question I asked out of utter confusion was answered in the affirmative. My face hardened over like a rock.
    

    
      “In addition, she is the one and only princess of the empire, the next ruler of the Haildrian Empire.”
    

    
      “Cough!”
    

    
      The Haildrian Empire maintained a tradition of matriarchal succession. The one and only person slated to become the next tsarina was… 
      

    

    
      ‘No fucking way!’ I screamed inside my heart. This wasn’t some joke of fate, how could the heir to the Haildrian Empire’s throne possibly want to see me?
    

    
      “Because of this issue, our kingdom has also been put into a difficult position. Excluding Nerman, the Haildrian Empire is essentially our only ally, so if they were to turn their backs on us, the operation of the kingdom will face significant difficulty. Kesmire does not have a single place that produces magic crystals,” said Chrisia with a troubled expression.
    

    
      “Why did Miss, I mean, Princess Tiavel, come to Nerman? She’s the next in line for the throne…”
    

    
      I still couldn’t believe it, so I asked another question to confirm.
    

    
      “Sigh! It’s all due to my carelessness. Princess Tiavel and I have been close since we were kids, and because of that closeness, she often comes to the kingdom to play. She happened to come just as I was getting ready to visit Nerman, so she ended up coming all the way here.”
    

    
      ‘Fuck…’ The pieces were quickly slotting into place. It looked like my foot was already in the bear trap, and there was no going back. 
    

    
      ‘B-But what did she see in me to want to see me again? And if your daughter is being like that, you should persuade her out of it instead of asking me to come.’
    

    
      My brows furrowed deeper and deeper. I did feel happy that a beautiful woman like Tiavel wanted to see me, but the fact that her feelings would force me to bid farewell to the Haildrian as well was depressing as hell.
    

    
      “It is not as if there’s no way to reduce the time. If things go well, you could come back within ten days.”
    

    
      “What do you mean now…”
    

    
      Chrisia, the woman who had come and suddenly shoved me into a pit of chaos, made my ears perk up again at the sound of ten days. From my viewpoint as someone who needed to get magic crystals by all means, I didn’t have the luxury to be picky.
    

    
      “There’s a method that we use in our kingdom only in very urgent situations. It is, however, very dangerous.”
    

    
      ‘Are you joking with me right now? Giving me the disease and now you’re dangling the cure in front of me, you must be having fun.’
    

    
      I was resentful of Chrisia for making my already difficult life even harder out of the blue. She was clearly tempting me to use the very dangerous method.
    

    
      “You might be wishing right now that you could cross the sea on a wyvern. But if your wyvern ever falls into the sea while flying, that is the day you will be instantly delivered into God’s embrace via the jaws of the huge sea monsters and demon beasts parasitizing the ocean blue.”
    

    
      Chrisia pinpointed my thoughts with a grin.
    

    
      ‘Damn.’ I felt bitter. It was dirty and unfair, but since the Tsarina of Haildrian, who had Nerman’s fate in her hands, was ordering me to come, I had no choice. 
    

    
      ‘For a man, this level of crisis is nothing!’ I thought, viciously making up my mind. My paradise would be finished with just a little more effort and time.
    

    
      “I’d like to hear what kind of method it is.”
    

    
      “It’s very dangerous, are you sure?”
    

    
      The grinning Chrisia asked a second time.
    

    
      “Haha, of course. Please don’t worry and simply tell me the method.”
    

    
      I straightened my shoulders and put on a hearty expression.
    

    
      “Hoho, I knew you would say so.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      ‘You fire fox.’
    

    
      My bright smile turned rigid. Thinking about it, this whole crisis happened because of that fire fox, Chrisia.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, I’ll endure it because you’re pretty.’
    

    
      “We must make preparations of our own. Because we must provide aid this time on a national level, we will need approximately one month.”
    

    
      Instead of coughing up the method, Chrisia said she would need a month. That was good for me. Until the time came to send back the Laviter Empire’s troops, I had to make full use of the prisoners for the territory’s development.
    

    
      “I will prepare the holy water we could not provide last winter at once.”
    

    
      “Thank you for your consideration. I also brought some magic crystals just in case you needed them.”
    

    
      ‘I really can’t bring myself to hate her.’
    

    
      She was definitely a fox, but she had smarts in addition to beauty. She was the culprit behind the current situation, but her actions certainly merited praise. The help of the Haildrian Empire was urgently required for Nerman’s long-term development anyway. Like the proverb ‘take a rest after falling down,’ I wanted to look at it positively, with the mindset of turning a crisis into an opportunity. It was an admirable mindset that only an archmage from the 21st century could have.
    

    
      And well, I say this a lot, but if it didn’t work out? That was fine too…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 141: Greater Freedom and Happiness
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Poouuuur.
      
    

    
      Red wine over a century old from the Laviter Empire royal wine cellar bubbled as it splashed into a golden wine glass embossed with a Gold Wyvern with outstretched wings.
    

    
      “Drink.”
    

    
      “It is an honor, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      Wine was exchanged in the office of the emperor, where he handled his paperwork, located within the Laviter Imperial Palace. The young Emperor Hadveria, who had curly blonde hair that suited him well, offered Duke Luvidium a glass of wine with a quiet, but smooth voice. That offering was carefully received by Duke Luvidium with both hands. Despite being a duke, one of the pillars of the empire, and despite his advanced age of over 70 years, Luvidium treated the Emperor with such restrained politeness that he seemed less like a duke and more like a knight having an audience with the Emperor for the first time.
    

    
      “Was the business you went for concluded well?”
    

    
      The rich fragrance of wine circled around the office. The Emperor asked a question off-handedly while bringing the glass to his lips.
    

    
      “Y-Yes, Your Majesty. I safely completed the prisoner exchange negotiations.”
    

    
      Because the Emperor had achieved Blade Master level, even though he was in his mid-forties, he didn’t look a day over his mid-thirties. Facing such a young-looking emperor, Duke Luvidium was as taut as a drawn bowstring. He knew. He knew that the moment you offended this emperor with such a calm and quiet demeanor, something as insignificant as the ducal house would disappear like the morning dew.
    

    
      “Well done.”
    

    
      The Emperor had taken a sip of his wine, and when his mouth opened, the sweet fragrance came spilling out.
    

    
      “It is an honor.”
    

    
      The Duke had received the glass of wine, but he dared not drink. Cold sweat had even beaded up on his forehead.
    

    
      “Right, did you meet the Lord of Nerman?”
    

    
      After meeting the Lord of Nerman, Duke Luvidium had flown to the palace without resting. He carefully responded to the Emperor’s query.
    

    
      “I have, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      Hadveria’s eyes gleamed brightly at those words. His eyes flashed for a moment like a passing meteor before disappearing, like a wolf in the darkness spotting prey.
    

    
      “What manner of person is he?”
    

    
      
        Pouuuur.
      
    

    
      Having drunk one glass of wine, the Emperor refilled his glass. His actions were slow, but the deliberate movements made the watcher feel as if they were slowly suffocating. This was the invisible pressure created by the Emperor. Anyone other than Duke Luvidium would have already begun panting from shortness of breath.
    

    
      ‘To think he is on guard against that man…’
    

    
      He had aided the Emperor for a long time, so Duke Luvidium knew him better than anyone. He could tell from the Emperor’s leisurely movements that Emperor Hadveria was concerned about Nerman’s lord.
    

    
      “He is an impressive person.”
    

    
      Duke Luvidium gave a short response.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The Emperor’s hand paused for a moment in the middle of putting down the bottle of wine. The Emperor was also well aware that there were not many people on this continent who could cause Duke Luvidium to praise them as such.
    

    
      “Hooh, so you say he is that noteworthy,” mused Hadveria, who had been bringing wine to his lips while sitting deeply in a chair made of Gold Wyvern leather.
    

    
      “I could see why His Highness and Duke Yanovis suffered a defeat.”
    

    
      What the Emperor wanted right now was honesty. Luvidium relayed the feeling he had gotten from the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, exactly as he had perceived it.
    

    
      “Huhu…” Hadveria gave a short laugh as he brought another sip to his lips.
    

    
      “I believe that he should be treated as the empire’s greatest enemy, and one that must be taken care of quickly.”
    

    
      Luvidium evaluated the territory and lord he had personally seen as dangerous.
    

    
      “By those words… do you mean to say that Nerman is more dangerous than Bajran on the continent right now?”
    

    
      “In my eyes, yes, Your Majesty. If he is left like this, within just a few years, he will become someone we can no longer do anything about.”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      The Emperor made a sound of contemplation at Duke Luvidium’s words. Then, he closed his eyes. He thought this might be the case, but he hadn’t thought it would be this serious.
    

    
      “Then we must prepare. The best thing to do with a weed is to uproot before it can grow,” the Emperor mumbled, his eyes still closed.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      At that one sentence, Duke Luvidium swallowed nervously. He knew very well that this casual sentence from the Emperor were the words that would decide Nerman’s fate. He also knew that these words were a single sentence from the messenger of death that would destroy all life in Nerman.
    

    
      ‘Kyre… It seems we will meet again very soon.’
    

    
      When the Emperor made his move, he would not march in clumsily like what the 2nd Prince and Duke Yanovis had done.
    

    
      After finishing what he had to say, Duke Luvidium brought the wine to his lips. As he did so, he thought of Nerman’s lord, Kyre, who he would soon meet again…
      

    

    
      “I will give a roasted pork haunch with plenty of meat on it in addition to bread and soup to the team that shows the most outstanding skills today. However, the team that comes dead last will only get hard barley bread made one week ago and water.”
    

    
      “Gulp…”
    

    
      The prisoner mages drooled as they stared at the plump hind leg set as the prize for today, so captivated by the meat that their eyes seemed to be shooting lasers.
    

    
      ‘You guys should be grateful to me. Who else would engrave the preciousness of food in you this deeply?’
    

    
      The mage squadron was reborn as 10 teams with 20 mages apiece. After becoming prisoners, they were forged by round-the-clock spear repair and various magic labor and now possessed mental fortitude that even a South Korean spy in North Korea would be jealous of. They were instilled with a level of cool-headedness that stopped at nothing when food was involved, sturdy cooperative spirit and teamwork that cared not a whit for the misfortune of other teams as long as their team succeeded, and even a ruthlessness that would resort to any method in order to achieve their goal.
    

    
      I could bet that they would suffer quite the aftermath even after leaving the prisoner life behind. As soon as they heard the “Ner” in “Nerman,” they would pee their pants, infecting all the other mages in the magic towers with their fear, and this experience would become a lovely virus that would even make them unable to trust their fellow mages ever again.
    

    
      “I’ll assign the goal today then. From this moment forth, every team will follow the orders of the knights and dwarves here and faithfully complete the hangar. You shall work from now to sunset. Knights, direct the prisoners!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      I didn’t even bother putting mana bracelets on them.
    

    
      In the last two weeks, the outer walls had been completed to perfection. The prisoner soldiers who returned from the monster subjugation were divided evenly to every production line. From sand and cement production, road construction, brick production and transport, to the construction of the new covert, and even the construction of the inner castle, they were used in all sorts of ways.
    

    
      “Please move along!”
    

    
      “Hurry and direct our team first, please!”
    

    
      Their pride as mages, which had been flying high until just recently, had dissipated like smoke, leaving mages that were staring with bloodshot eyes at a single haunch of pig as they urged the knights in charge. There were even people among them who had quietly ratted out a mage that had been planning his escape a few days ago.
    

    
      ‘Human strength is truly mighty.’
    

    
      I had created a 180,000-man laborer army where mages struggling in my manipulative trickery and Nerman soldiers were communicating without discrimination and working hard together. With the cooperation of the elves and dwarves added to that, Nerman was developing at a pace visible to the eye.
    

    
      “Lighten!”
    

    
      
        “Levitation!”
      
    

    
      The planned area for the new covert was five times as big as Weyn Covert. The hangar walls were made with sturdy bricks, and prefabricated tiled roofs made with wood and roof tiles were lifted all at once by the mages as they controlled their mana.
    

    
      ‘Who else would have thought of this? Huhuhu.’
    

    
      I had the bricks fired in the shape of roof tiles by giving special instruction. A basic framework was made with wood, and then the tiles were placed on top. Because the roofs were made by dwarven carpenters, they didn’t have a single gap. The magic roof tiles that only had 1/10 the weight of regular tiles after magic processing were fitted perfectly on the wooden frames, and floating into the air before settling down on their predetermined homes.
    

    
      Clank clank clank.
    

    
      Like that, the covert was quickly being completed, bit by bit. The hangars being constructed here were spic and span, unlike the old, rickety ones at the Weyn Covert. They didn’t fall short of the imperial hangar in the Bajran Empire’s Imperial Palace.
    

    
      “My liege, it’s incredible. I didn’t even dream that a large castle could be constructed this quickly,” praised Derval, his voice full of admiration as usual.
    

    
      “I trust that everything I instructed is progressing well?”
    

    
      “Of course. Gold coins are being melted down to produce bricks. We must have completed the production of thousands of bricks by now.”
    

    
      “Then put them to use in the temple construction at once. The temple shall enshrine Goddess Neran, so be sure to pay special care to its construction.”
    

    
      “By your will.”
    

    
      The outer walls formed an almost perfect square. We had managed the construction of a castle wall 4 kilometers long on each side and over 10 meters high. Even I found it an astonishing sight. Even 21st century technology wouldn’t have been able to complete a building of such size in less than one month. These walls were made by leveling the ground, piling bricks on top, and then pouring cement in between those bricks. 21st century technology would have found it difficult to maintain stability and strength with just cement and bricks and no steel rods or lumber in the cement.
    

    
      However, there was a special art called magic and spirits here. The ground was prepared in mere moments using high earth spirits, dirt walls with exact measurements and angles were set up to stack the bricks, and then bricks were once again stacked inside and cement was poured. From a structural technical standpoint, it would be normal for the cement to crack or explode as it hardened, but gravel was added to increase stability, and several mithril-alloy wires were running all throughout the walls. Those wires were connected to a mana control room underground, which housed a defense magic array and strengthening magic array that I had cried while creating for the last ten days.
    

    
      ‘It would have been totally impossible without magic crystals.’
    

    
      In order to make the last-minute castle walls as grand and durable as castle walls created by empires and kingdoms over anywhere between several years to decades, I unsparingly invested my magic knowledge and magic crystals. The Grade 2 magic crystal and twenty Grade 3 magic crystals Chrisia had left me two weeks ago were all used up.
    

    
      Those magic crystals were exchanged for a big time expedient. I didn’t regret it at all. In any case, castle walls were a bragging point in and outside of the territory. There was no need to cry over a few magic crystals when they were used to bring Nerman and I repute.
    

    
      ‘The problem is the personal castle where I’ll be living.’
    

    
      We were almost entirely out of magic crystals. Most of the Grade 4 magic crystals were used to make the Mark II Blessed Spears, and the miscellaneous Grade 3 magic crystals were distributed for the repair of the broken bridges and for the defense of the forts.
    

    
      ‘In order to make a personal castle that doesn’t lose out to 21st century 7-star resorts, I will absolutely need top-grade magic crystals. For 24-hour warm water magic array and bathroom facilities with purification and dehumidifying magic arrays, a temperature control magic facility that maintains the interior temperature, as well as lighting and a state-of-the-art kitchen with a magic furnace… Magic crystals, they’re the problem.’
    

    
      The headquarters building in Weyn Covert was one of the most up-to-date in Denfors, but it was a pathetic building that even a rural lord of an imperial territory would not deign to live in. I was planning on building an inner castle that came close to any royal castle, one that could draw admiration from every guest who came calling, a transformation that mirrored the rebirth of Nerman. A beautiful garden blooming with flowers all year round, a pond and fountain slightly bigger than most gyms, my paradise, a little piece of heaven on earth made with a tiny bit(?) of greed. And then, there would be me, surrounded by a plethora of beauties and contemplatively drinking like in the famous poem ‘A Rocking Horse and a Lady’ written by the poet Park In-Hwan, except instead of alcohol, it would be tea.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu…’
    

    
      The mere thought of it had my heart thumping with glee.
    

    
      “My liege, the salt farm will be fully completed by this afternoon.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      ‘It’ll be going into operation now.’
    

    
      Salt was, along with grain, something the continent could not do without. Once the salt farm went into operation, we would be able to take the continental salt market by storm in a short amount of time.
    

    
      ‘I should establish a glass factory right away, too.’
    

    
      Glass was considered a very precious product on the continent. Thanks to magic, glass as clear as the ones on 21st century Earth was being produced, but because production necessitated special magic treatment, the price was astronomical. According to what I found out from the Rubis Merchant’s Jamir, one sheet of glass used for a window demanded a whopping 10 Gold at least.
    

    
      ‘Silicic acid made from sand, sodium carbonate, replace the calcium constituent with lime; for crystal glass, use lead oxide; for borosilicate glass, boric oxide. Also, in order to control the properties, things like potassium, aluminum, and manganese can be added… And all of the ingredients can be acquired here.’
    

    
      Magic was an interdisciplinary field. I knew the ins and outs of all sorts of fields, ranging from alchemy to minerals. And within the knowledge that Master Bumdalf had transferred to me, there was a glass production factory capable of modern mass production.
    

    
      Master truly had a vast, seemingly boundless library of knowledge. His personality aside, it was impossible to not admire him. 
    

    
      ‘It’ll be really impressive when it’s done.’
    

    
      I imagined the completed castle in my head. There would be a gold-gilded temple to one side, a huge mansion no inferior to the Forbidden City where I would live to another side, and hangars that could house a thousand wyverns as well. Just thinking about it gave me a flush of satisfaction.
    

    
      ‘Well then, shall we take a look around?’
    

    
      If the salt farm was finished, sea water would have to be drawn in. Also, I had to check the road once. Thanks to the proactive cooperation of the elves, Nerman’s road stretched uninterrupted from the Havis Kingdom’s borders to Orakk Castle. Now, more roads were being constructed to extend to the eastern barrier where we had herded the monsters.
    

    
      By virtue of the Lovent River, the territory was divided into 4 sections. Once roads were completed, uniting the separate parts into one whole, territory development would be as easy as taking candy from a child. The long-lived elves weren’t going anywhere, and it wasn’t as if the dwarves, who could no longer live without me, would go on strike either.
    

    
      “Bebeto!”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto, who was standing in front of his hangar, the one that was obviously the biggest and took up the most space among all the hangars in the new covert, gave an energetic response to my call.
    

    
      ‘You lucky brat. I’ve prepared a bedroom for you that’s so large two wyverns can easily fit with space to space.’
    

    
      Bebeto probably understood my feelings. He grunted with satisfaction as he ran one lap around his hangar before flapping his wings and flying to my side.
    

    
      This was a reward that only those who worked hard could enjoy. Be it people or wyverns, they would be treated on the same footing. Only those who did their best could enjoy greater freedom and happiness.
    

    
      That was my policy as the ruler of Nerman.
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      “Open the floodgate.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      ‘The tide is rising, perfect timing.’
    

    
      The Nerman salt farm was bigger than any existing salt farm in South Korea. When the high tide was coming in, the floodgates could be opened to allow the clear seawater to flow inside through a channel. The seawater would be turned grain after grain into salt in sections divided by more floodgates.
    

    
      A whirring sound came from the control room of the central floodgate, the most important one in the salt farm. The floodgate was opened and closed using magic, and a knight capable of using mana was constantly stationed in the room.
    

    
      
        Ziiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiing.
      
    

    
      The knight poured mana into the central control orb as commanded, and the Grade 3 magic crystal began to shine as the magic array activated.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaaaaaaaash.
      
    

    
      The tide was rising, so the water was above sea level. When the floodgate opened, an enormous amount of seawater crashed in with a thunderous roar, flowing through a channel made of concrete into the salt farm, which was located under sea level.
    

    
      “Open all of the salt farm’s floodgates!”
    

    
      I used mana to give orders to the soldiers waiting in front of the salt farm. Unlike the central floodgate, the smaller ones were sturdy wood gates that could be physically opened and closed.
    

    
      Over a hundred soldiers opened the wooden floodgates connected to the channel.
    

    
      ‘Amazing!’
    

    
      Despite being the one who planned it, I couldn’t help but be impressed by the huge salt farm that had been completed without a single fault. The seawater surging in along the channel began to fill the sections one by one, starting from the ones in the front. It would take at most one hour to completely fill the salt farm with seawater. Because of Nerman’s characteristic of its spring being so dry to the point that the season could be called a drought, the farm would be full of salt in a few days time.
    

    
      ‘Now, all that’s left is to rake in all of the continent’s money. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      The salt farm wasn’t the only project—even now, the sowing of wheat was still underway. The dravits that had made significant contributions to the battle went right back to plowing Nerman’s land, and in places without dravits, cows and horses were dragging plows to prepare the farmland. The combined efforts of a laborer force 180,000 men strong and the territory’s residents would create an amount of farmland three times larger than last year, and that massive amount of land would be planted with crop seeds disinfected with holy water, enabling them to grow faster and with greater health than any grass you could find.
    

    
      ‘Starting this year, we’ll be sowing wheat twice, once in spring and once in fall. If that’s successful, the territory’s grain yield will be unimaginable.’
    

    
      I was even considering building granaries in every village, ones that maintained low temperatures using magic arrays. I wanted to store up enough food that the residents could eat their fill for around two years even if we weren’t able to farm.
    

    
      “This is an important place in the territory. Be sure to guard it well.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Dozens of knights and hundreds of soldiers were standing guard all around the salt farm. The moment our territory’s salt went onto the continental market, there would be more than just one or two people coming to snoop around. The salt farm’s security detail had to be thorough in order to block such people. Of course, even if they found out about the salt farm, the knowledge would be useless since they couldn’t produce cement.
    

    
      ‘The salt farm is done now, next is…’
    

    
      The next place I needed to patrol was the eastern road construction site, which had been in progress for a long time.
    

    
      ‘Narmias…’
    

    
      Among the high quality worker elves brought in to work on Nerman construction sites by order of the Chief Elder, the one who worked the hardest and most earnestly was Narmias. I was able to see her briefly every few days when I went on patrol.
    

    
      ‘Just thinking about her makes me feel sorry towards her.’
    

    
      Narmias always showered me with a pure and noble love, and I felt like I was always on the receiving side. My thoughts were on her noble love as I got onto Bebeto’s back in order to go see the pretty elf, who was surely sweating for my sake today as well.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Crrrgggggkkkkkk. Neiiiiiiiiigh.
      
    

    
      As I watched, an empty plot of land suddenly transformed into flat and hardened ground. Even though they were wearing blinders, the horses hauling the carriages filled with cement and sand reacted sensitively to the storm of fluctuating energy.
    

    
      ‘There’s not much left before it’s done.’ Road construction was assigned the highest priority in Nerman’s development. A road was being made in the eastern region, a place that had, until very recently, been too dangerous even for soldiers. ‘When all’s said and done, you really have to admire the skills of the dwarves.’
    

    
      At first, I only brought out a few hundred dwarves who were the first to sign up, but because the prisoners had to be returned in one month, I had more dwarves join the fray, putting them to work making sturdy carriages. After I installed a temporary magic furnace for them and had iron melted down, they went on to swiftly make frames, metal wheels, and even plate springs so that the carriages wouldn’t break down. From the carriages acquired from the Rubis Merchants and the solid supply carriages we collected from both battles, as well as the ones made in the territory, every single one of them was used in the road construction. The total number was astonishing—we had carriages in the thousands. Even now, there was a long line of carriages on standby.
    

    
      Carriages filled with cement and sand were flying in the air. Wind spirits lifted the carriages up as if they were as light as a feather and poured the contents into the places that would become a road.
    

    
      ‘If I were to return with just these guys, I’d be set for the rest of my life.’
    

    
      I heard that it usually took several years to build several kilometers of high-speed rail. However, with the use of spirits, that construction time could be massively reduced, and construction fees would come flying into my hands in proportion to the time reduced.
    

    
      “Ciquelle, please pour water in.”
    

    
      The elves were now complete road construction experts. They advanced the work via a thorough division of labor and the nimble use of spirits.
    

    
      “So you’ve come…”
    

    
      ‘Narmias.’
    

    
      When I landed Bebeto, Narmias appeared like a flash. Her previously white skin had become nicely suntanned from daily exposure to the sun.
    

    
      “I hope it wasn’t too hard on you?”
    

    
      Instead of responding, Narmias sent a grin full of vitality my way. She had changed. Narmias and all of the other elves went from looking like sickly chickens to radiating a healthy, dynamic energy.
    

    
      ‘What am I supposed to do if you look at me like that…’
    

    
      Narmias silently looked into my eyes with her clear eyes, which were like a blue coral reef. If there weren’t a bunch of people around, I would have given her a big kiss as a reward for her hard work, but there were too many onlookers.
    

    
      ‘Actually, Narmias was the first person I ever shared a bed with…’
    

    
      I remembered that even though Lokoroïa and Countess Irene had recently “slept” with me in my room, I had already spent the night with Narmias in her room before. Though naturally, because I blacked out after drinking and didn’t remember anything, I would never recognize it as my first night.
    

    
      “It seems spring has come early this year.”
    

    
      Turning away from her, I looked out at the grass and nameless flowers blooming on the endlessly stretching plains. The Kallian Continent was completely unpolluted by artificial things. I filled my lungs with a long breath of the earth’s energy, which blossomed with the vitality of spring. 
    

    
      “I think… the world is so beautiful.”
    

    
      Narmias, who had followed my gaze, spoke of the world’s beauty with an excited voice. She had lived 60 long years in the small Elven Village. Of course she found it beautiful. Just like how a bird that could fly freely in the skies was more lively and beautiful than a bird in a cage, the sense of peace offered by the endlessly huge Mother Nature was more than enough to amaze Narmias.
    

    
      “To me, you are more precious and beautiful than those flowers, Narmias.”
    

    
      ‘My god…’ Even I found myself nauseated by how cheesy that line was.
    

    
      “Thank you… for looking at me, even though I am lacking in many ways…”
    

    
      Narmias lowered her head carefully onto my arm, heedless of the gazes of others.
    

    
      
        Whoooooooosh.
      
    

    
      A breeze came rushing in from across the faraway plains, gently sweeping up Narmias’ blue-tinged silver hair in a teasing manner.
    

    
      ‘Ah…’
    

    
      As her hair went flying, the rich spring fragrance went up my nose and right into my soul. Narmias had a fragrance reminiscent of nature so captivating that it made you forget who, what, and where you were. 
    

    
      A smile crept onto my face.
    

    
      Happiness.
    

    
      I realized once again that happiness wasn’t, and had never been, a faraway existence.
      

    

    
      “Good work today as well.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about, it’s thanks to you guys that Nerman can develop like this…”
    

    
      Humans were truly profound and unfathomable creatures. When the prisoners were guarded against, they showed their hostility and acted rebelliously, but when that treatment was completely reversed and they were treated the same as Nerman soldiers, the Laviter prisoner soldiers were unable to differentiate between home and foreign territory. Once they received the same meals and rest time that I had promised, the Laviter soldiers worked hard to contribute, as if it were their own business. Even now, the Laviter prisoner soldiers and Nerman soldiers were clapping each other on the back with great comradery.
    

    
      “We’ll come find you later, so let’s have a drink then.”
    

    
      “Sounds good. We’ll prepare the snacks.”
    

    
      The Nerman soldiers and residents were no different. Even though the prisoners were soldiers of an enemy nation that had invaded their land not too long ago, they were now treating them in a friendly manner as if they were simply neighbors.
    

    
      ‘It’s a damn shame. If only they could stay, Nerman’s development would progress in a jiffy.’
    

    
      Everyone had eyes, ears, and a head capable of thought. When they were given weapons without reserve and entrusted with the monster subjugation and their wounded were treated with top-grade potions, even the most mistrustful among them changed their minds one after another. And when they heard about Nerman’s lifestyle while mingling with Nerman residents and soldiers, the prisoners even began to feel envy.
    

    
      From what I heard, the wage of the captured Laviter Empire soldiers ranged from 1 to 3 Silvers a month, and they were conscripted to at least five years of service. In comparison, Nerman’s soldiers received salaries on the level of Golds, not Silvers, and they were using dwarven-made weapons that even knights were hard-pressed to acquire, plus they were given free food, accommodations, and their taxes were exempted. I heard they were wavering after learning about all of these aspects.
    

    
      ‘We need a lot of young men in order to boost the population. Nerman’s sex ratio is severely imbalanced right now. We need tens of thousands of adult men.’
    

    
      Many men had died from battling monsters and the Temir folk. Currently, from a population of approximately 500,000, over 300,000 of them were women. And even among the men, the majority of them were old or young boys. I knew that gender ratios skewing towards women was an inevitable phenomenon during wartime, but it was worse than I expected.
    

    
      ‘For now, the bait has been laid, so we’ll just have to wait.’
    

    
      Even among mercenaries, there were a fair number of people who dreamed of raising a family and settled down. And I knew that there were a number of people among those 180,000+ Laviter Empire soldiers who were thinking about staying behind in Nerman.
    

    
      Nerman was a place where a person could live like a human should. Anyone who passed on such an opportunity would be a real idiot.
    

    
      “It’s truly amazing.”
    

    
      ‘Irene.’
    

    
      After landing Bebeto in the covert, I had made my way to the Denfors city walls. I was listening to conversations outside the walls by concentrating mana in my ears when I suddenly smelled the fragrance of a certain woman on the wind, the source of the smell being Irene.
    

    
      ‘Did you want to see me? Huhu.’
    

    
      Irene had followed me all the way from the covert. She feigned ignorance and came all the way here, but it seemed she had something to tell me.
    

    
      “How did you even think of something like this? A scheme to use enemy soldiers to take care of one’s enemies… And to even get trust from those enemy soldiers… Kyre, you’re a truly terrifying person.”
    

    
      Countess Irene’s sincere words were full of admiration.
    

    
      “It is merely an opportunity the heavens granted to me for doing my best every day.” I spouted humilities that really didn’t suit me.
    

    
      “That’s also a skill. Not just anyone can achieve something like this… Who would believe it? That the people in tents out there eating and drinking merrily aren’t men of Nerman, but prisoners?”
    

    
      For those who did heavy labor, there was no better method to unload stress than to eat and drink. When the sun set, every construction project was put on hold, and the prisoners returned to their individual tents. And then, they were allowed to use ingredients provided to them in abundance to eat as much as they wished. However, alcohol was restricted to a certain degree, and only distributed in small quantities through Nerman soldiers they were familiar with. The smell of roasting meat and stewing soup was billowing up from everywhere among the thousands of large tents outside the walls of Denfors, to the point that an onlooker might think that it was a Boyscout outing.
    

    
      From what I heard, there were some prisoners who went out to the river to fish. It was still cold, but I guaranteed them transport to the river so that they could wash up. Moreover, holy water was poured upriver along the Lovent River to purify it, so there were hardly any underwater monsters or demon beasts. I was sure that looking at the fish flopping out of the river would inspire a desire to fish. Because they were given their freedom once the sun set and it wasn’t too late at night, they were able to enjoy such leisure as well.
    

    
      However, I did not give them absolute freedom. There were always several thousand soldiers on standby on the Denfors walls in case the prisoners attempted to escape, and entry into the city was completely forbidden. In addition, I had the centurions and lieutenants that the prisoners selected on their own as well as knights I dispatched monitoring the state of the prisoners on the sly. Those who had become centurions and lieutenants were well aware that they wouldn’t be able to return to the empire anyway, because there was no way the empire would forgive those who had become high ranking officers and cooperated with Nerman.
    

    
      “What is that castle’s name? It’s on a scale that rivals the Bajran Empire’s Imperial Palace. I can’t believe it’s taking shape in just one month…’
    

    
      It didn’t have a formal name yet. The lord’s mansion that was under construction was simply called the Nerman Castle for now. In no time at all, the Neran Temple became visible beyond the high castle walls, shining gleaming with a florid golden light under the moon’s glow.
    

    
      ‘R.I.P my money…’
    

    
      That flashy plating was all made of gold we got from the Rubis Merchants and medium-size merchant groups. Acquired goods were traded for with gems or golden tokens attributed with a certain sum, and we received a portion of the money for the sold goods as gold. It wasn’t pure gold, but impure gold with around 20 to 30% gold, but I had saved it for a day like this. The gold I had painstakingly gathered was melted down to coat bricks. It didn’t take as much gold as I expected, but because the temple was so enormous, it had apparently taken thousands and thousands of gold so far.
    

    
      “It does not yet have a name. Please give it some thought, Lady Irene.”
    

    
      “Truly?”
    

    
      Irene’s eyes sparkled at my words.
    

    
      ‘Hm…’
    

    
      Before I knew it, she was only about 1 meter away. The silver-haired fairy was looking at me with a smoldering gaze.
    

    
      ‘This can’t go on though…’
    

    
      This was a woman I had kissed on the forehead and even given an arm pillow to in recent days. Our relationship had grown closer than expected.
    

    
      ‘Her figure is phenomenal, seriously.’
    

    
      She had taken off the airplate, something a Skyknight should wear at all times, and was wearing a light training outfit for knights. The sight of her slender and slim mature body filled my eyes.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      I unconsciously swallowed some drool.
    

    
      ‘Aaaghhhh!’
    

    
      Her womanly fragrance and provocation completely stirred up my instincts as a man.
    

    
      My hand unconsciously went up to Irene’s shoulder.
    

    
      As my hand drew near, Irene flinched, and as I put my hand on her shoulder, I could feel her trembling.
    

    
      ‘Ehh, whatever.’
    

    
      It wasn’t like this was our first rodeo—I’d even given her an arm pillow before. I simply did as my emotions directed.
    

    
      ‘Who cares if she’s an older woman, she’s so frickin’ beautiful.’
    

    
      As I put my hand on her shoulder, preparing to draw her in, Irene lightly closed her eyes. My instincts, which were just as animalistic as Bebeto, led me to move to steal the fairy’s red lips.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      The moment I was about to seal a fateful contract with Irene, I caught sight of a woman who had turned the corner and was standing stock still.
    

    
      ‘I-Igis…’
    

    
      Princess Igis was watching me on the verge of getting closer to Irene with wide-open eyes of shock.
    

    
      ‘Damn…’
    

    
      I breathed an inward sigh of regret. It wasn’t the time yet for my kiss with Irene.
    

    
      “Ha-hahaha. You’ve got something on your shoulder.”
    

    
      Even for a person with nerves of steel like me, I couldn’t kiss Irene in front of another woman. With an awkward laugh, I dusted the dust off Irene’s shoulder with great care.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      Because the situation she’d hoped for did not come to pass, Irene opened her closed eyes and looked at me blankly.
    

    
      “I see you have also come to look at the moon, Princess Igis. Welcome, welcome. This is the best seat in the house.”
    

    
      I called over Igis, who was standing in a rigid limbo. This opportunity was gone with the wind, but I was a young man in the prime of his youth. As long as the continent was not destroyed and Irene’s feelings didn’t change, there would be plenty of opportunities to come.
    

    
      
        Guoooo! Guooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Just then, I heard Bebeto’s jubilant cry from the covert. The night had just started, but that enviable, damned bird was busy devoting himself to the propagation of his race.
    

    
      For a moment, I seriously considered learning black magic. 
    

    
      Unlike humans, Bebeto lived however he pleased. That fucking beast of a wyvern was going all out without knowing his master’s pain. I suddenly had the urge to learn magic to cause erectile dysfunction, if such a thing existed… 
    

    
      ...so that even that half-witted birdbrain could feel the pain of his master in full.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 143: Just Who Are You
      
    

    
      

    

    
      In the Royal Castle of the Havis Kingdom, a nation that had undergone a stormy period of many changes in the last year, Princess Rosiathe, the woman wearing the mantle of the king, trembled after receiving a golden letter with a blaring Black Wyvern seal.
    

    
      The letter had just flown in from the Bajran Imperial Family, clearly bearing the Emperor’s Seal. Inside was a courteous invitation requesting her participation in the newly crowned Emperor’s first banquet in the upcoming month of the Overseer of Fate, Romero. Along with the invitation was a statement that it was quite a shame that the Princess had not participated in the Emperor’s coronation.
    

    
      ‘What am I supposed to do about this?’
    

    
      She had spent a truly hectic year and was finally about to take a break, but her plans were completely overturned by a rabid dog calling her. Havis’ information division had determined the reason for the Krantz Kingdom’s subjugation. The terrifying Emperor had purposefully made a mountain out of a molehill and destroyed a kingdom that had long since been Bajran’s ally in the span of a single morning, all in order to avenge a moment of disgrace from a decade ago. That same emperor was sending the Havis Kingdom a warning. Rosiathe had been unable to participate in Emperor Poltviran’s coronation because of the chaos in her kingdom. If she did not participate this time, there was no knowing what would happen to the fate of the kingdom.
    

    
      However, she was still reluctant to participate. Rosiathe was well aware of the meaning behind the looks of sticky desire that the depraved Emperor had sent her in the past.
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      She breathed out a sigh. The month of Romero was not far away. If she didn’t make a decision and depart within a few days, she would be late.
    

    
      “Kyre… What am I supposed to do?”
    

    
      Now that she was in danger, her thoughts naturally turned to a certain person. She suddenly had the urge to see Kyre, the man who always lived confidently and fearlessly, the man she could not see despite wanting to and cold-heartedly only visited her occasionally in her dreams. 
    

    
      The Emperor’s invitation letter fell from Rosiathe’s hand, landing on the floor. She would have liked to refuse, but the kingdom weighed heavily on her. The Havis Kingdom was like a newly born baby. She couldn’t simply abandon it. She could not allow the kingdom that had endured and survived hundreds of years of humiliation to end with her generation.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I must draw upon your wisdom this time as well.”
    

    
      Rosiathe made her decision—she decided to make a visit to Kyre. The kingdom was important, but her feelings as a woman were just as important.
    

    
      Count Kyre de Nerman.
    

    
      To Rosiathe, he was an irreplaceable, precious gift from the gods.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “There’s no knowing what faults he’ll pick this time.”
    

    
      “It has become a pain for our kingdom as well. With the collapse of the Krantz Kingdom, we now have to share a border with Bajran…”
    

    
      “You’ve had an easy time of it so far, have you not? You didn’t have to worry too much about the empire and only had to send some ambassadors and gifts.”
    

    
      “Tsk, that’s true. It feels like the days when I can drink with you at ease like this are numbered.”
    

    
      At the entrance of the Kobionne Mountains that cut through the Kerpe and Tove Kingdoms, stood an old fort. It was built when the two kingdoms waged territorial battles in the past, but was now abandoned. In one of its watchtowers, two men were knocking down hard liquor in rough wooden mugs. The two had met on the battlefield and become friends. 
    

    
      One of them, a man named Duke Galphois, had a greying head of golden hair, a handsome beard, and bore the nickname ‘Trickster of the Tove Kingdom.’ He wasn’t very tall and had a memorable face with blue eyes as calm as a lake. In front of him, a man with flaming red hair and a crimson beard was gulping from his large wooden mug. He was Duke Hardaim, a man with the moniker ‘Red Dragon of the Battlefield, Protector of Kerpe.’ The man was over two meters tall and used a spear, an unusual choice of weapon for a knight.
    

    
      These two men had been friends for thirty years. No one knew that the decisive reason why the two warring kingdoms eventually reconciled was because these two men had admired each other once they met. A hero recognized another hero—when they met on the battlefield, the two men quickly recognized the skills of their opponent and withdrew their weapons, and they had maintained a friendship for 30 years to the present day, with a tacit agreement that the two kingdoms would be peaceful until the day they died. 
    

    
      The two men had a tradition of setting a day to meet at this ruined fort and drink all night long. From things regarding their kingdoms, to nobles and even bawdy words about women, the two of them discussed everything they couldn’t talk about with other people over alcohol in the name of friendship.
    

    
      However, the mood was heavy today. Because of the newly crowned emperor, who was secretly called “Bajran’s Rabid Dog,” the two kingdoms were plunged into a state of tension. The Kerpe  Kingdom was next to the Bajran Empire, and the Tove Kingdom ended up sharing a border with the empire because of the Krantz Kingdom’s demise. Both kingdoms were in an invisible state of emergency, and as dukes holding important positions of authority within the kingdom, they were all too aware that they would no longer have the leisure of drinking together for the time being. No matter how important their friendship was, they never lost their loyal attitudes as knights. They never lazed around when it came to the safety of their kingdoms.
    

    
      “The Tove Kingdom will also have to prepare itself well this time. For a young man, he sure has a lot of greed, and if we permit his greed, the kingdom will be shaken down to its roots.”
    

    
      When Duke Hardaim talked about the crazy emperor’s greed, shaking his head, Duke Galphois also made a bitter expression. “The rumors have been flying around regarding that already. That crazy son of a bitch ordered the ambassador to include Princess Odrianne in the tribute. That depraved fucking dog…”
    

    
      Duke Galphois was normally called a man of wisdom in the Tove Kingdom, but he uttered vulgar obscenities a mercenary might say as he gulped down his liquor.
    

    
      “Puhahaha. He’s crazy, yes, but at least he’s properly crazy.”
    

    
      Duke Hardaim guffawed, but there was a rage inside his eyes that didn’t match his laughter.
    

    
      “I hear most of the Krantz Kingdom’s nobles have surrendered. To think that they can’t put up a single decent fight because the Prince and all the Skyknights left for Ibartz Island… I do have a feeling that the late King Vekadrian prepared something up his sleeve…”
    

    
      “Galphois.”
    

    
      ".....?"
    

    
      Galphois looked up at Duke Hardaim’s call.
    

    
      “You know it well enough, don’t you.”
    

    
      
        Fwip.
      
    

    
      Duke Hardaim tossed away the bottle of alcohol, which had been emptied in no time.
    

    
      “Haha, I guess you knew as well.”
    

    
      Duke Galphois laughed heartily at Duke Hardaim’s meaningful words. Though they’d once been enemies, they were now friends of 30 years. They could figure out the other person’s feelings from their gaze alone.
    

    
      “The Empire hasn’t always been an empire. At one point, Bajran also had its start as a small kingdom. Right now, with the empire’s fortune at an end and the appearance of a crazy emperor, this is an opportunity granted by the heavens, is it not?”
    

    
      “Huhu… An opportunity granted by the heavens indeed.”
    

    
      “After sorting out the Bajran Empire, the Kerpe Kingdom will turn a blind eye to the Tove Kingdom’s occupation of the kingdom to the south. Even if the old enemy of your nation, the Onsk Kingdom, were to face destruction, our kingdom will never assist them.”
    

    
      “Haha, can you do it? The current queen of the Kerpe Kingdom is a princess of Onsk.”
    

    
      The nations on the continent had been calm for the last few decades. They had all accumulated their strength, biding their time for the moment the continent began to shake. And now, a bloody wind was brewing on the horizon.
    

    
      “You establish contact with Prince Veyons, who fled to Ibartz Island. I’ll handle the Andaine and Kuviran Kingdoms.” 
    

    
      “Got it. Our kingdom will make preparations as well. If need be, we can lend you a hand.”
    

    
      “Hahaha. Thank you, my friend!”
    

    
      The storm of war blowing over the Kallian Continent was something created by humans anyway. Here, in the ruined fort, yet another plot and plan was devised and about to be acted upon. 
    

    
      There are those who run, those who fly above them, and those who aim an arrow at the ones flying.
    

    
      The world was a funny playground where such people danced, aiming to outsmart each other.
      

    

    
      “I didn’t know glass could be made like this. Kyre, just what is your identity?”
    

    
      When I extended a blueprint for a glass production factory as out of the blue as ever, the Dwarven Patriarch Cassiars pulled his gaze away from the blueprint and asked me exactly who I was.
    

    
      To that, I simply smiled. In all actuality, it was impossible for a regular Korean kid like me to come up with such a detailed blueprint. Thanks to the forceful magic knowledge transfer Master Gandalf Bumdalf performed on me, there was also magic and modern scientific knowledge even I didn’t know about living rent free in my head. I could only be grateful.
    

    
      “Please make a crucible to contain the molten glass. With your guys’ skills, I’m sure you can make it in a few days, right?”
    

    
      “Just trust me. We can make a crucible that can melt glass in no time at all.”
    

    
      ‘Can the dwarves make glass? Why is he so full of confidence?’
    

    
      The craftsmen dwarves were blacksmiths who had nothing they couldn’t do.
    

    
      “By any chance, are the dwarves also able to make glass?”
    

    
      “Why, of course! In the Ancient Magic Era, mages were scrambling to acquire the glass made by our ancestors. You might not know this, but the hardest thing about making glass is how much you can reduce the bubbles. Another important matter is whether the glass can withstand the cold air in winter and hot air in summer, or whether you can increase the temperature to make reinforced glass that can resist breakage.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      ‘Holy moly, it’s not just on the level of knowing a little.’ I was once again amazed by the dwarves’ diverse skill set.
    

    
      “But I didn’t know there was a method to produce glass like this. With this blueprint of yours, I think it will be possible to melt everything at the same time. It should be capable of mass production in a short period of time…”
    

    
      Cassiars was able to discern its mass production potential just by looking at the blueprint. He was marveling over the blueprint with the grilled pork belly I’d brought as a bribe held between his knees.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, while we’re at it, let’s go with the highest quality reinforced glass!’
    

    
      I was already planning on treating the finished glass with magic, but it would be the frosting on the cake if we could make reinforced glass from the start.
    

    
      I tossed out a sentence that would slightly prickle one’s pride. “It would be difficult to mass produce reinforced glass, I presume?”
    

    
      “Nonsense! Be it reinforced glass or colored glass, worry not. We’ll make any and all kinds of glass you want, so don’t worry. There’s already a mineral mixture recipe with the glass manufacturing process in it, so what problem could there be? Just trust me.”
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Naturally, I trust you and then some.’
    

    
      Where would you find people as precious as these guys? 
    

    
      “As expected of the Patriarch! I admire you with all my heart!”
    

    
      I copied a phrase Derval liked to use on me word for word on Cassiars.
    

    
      “Ahem ahem. Such a fuss for nothing…” The Patriarch harrumphed happily at the praise.
    

    
      ‘In a few days now, we’ll have to return the Laviter soldiers. And then, Chrisia will be coming.’
    

    
      I felt a sense of urgency. It was distressing that I had to leave my still unstable-as-hell territory on a journey that would take who knows how long, but there was no room for choice. My mansion, made under the pretext of building a new castle, was quickly taking shape, and our magic crystal stock had hit the bottom of the barrel.
    

    
      ‘Laviter won’t attempt another attack immediately. The problem is Bajran’s crazy dog…’
    

    
      I had a bad feeling about Poltviran. There was no way that mad bastard would leave siblings who could pose a threat to his imperial authority alone. He was someone we needed to guard against, lest we get caught by surprise in our sleep. If I could really do what I wanted, I would have liked to quietly fly to the capital and bury him six feet under.
    

    
      “But is something bad happening in the territory?” asked the Patriarch while I was briefly lost in thought.
    

    
      “What do you me—” I began.
    

    
      “Well, why else would you use so many minerals?” Cassiars interrupted. “You’ve used more in a single year than we dwarves use in decades. Even if you get mithril from the elves, we’re on the verge of needing to find more iron.”
    

    
      I had nothing to say to that. Even I had to admit that we had used an enormous quantity of minerals. However, who was I? I’d already prepared countermeasures for everything.
    

    
      “That is why I came up with a countermeasure.”
    

    
      “Countermeasure?” echoed the dwarven gramps, blinking his large eyes.
    

    
      “I’m thinking about building a city where the dwarves will live.”
    

    
      “A-A city for us to live?”
    

    
      “Yes. There so happens to be a site from a previous dwarven village on the plains just outside the cave, is there not? I’d like to build the most cutting-edge large-scale furnaces, including a magic furnace, a smithy, and a beer warehouse there.”
    

    
      “Ohhh! A-A beer warehouse?!!”
    

    
      Patriarch Cassiars clearly showed his happiness at the mention of a beer warehouse, more so than the furnaces and smithy.
    

    
      ‘It’s a factory expansion investment to get more goods out of you guys. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      The poor dwarf was unaware of my black-hearted thoughts. The current cave Dwarven Village was okay, but it couldn’t keep up with our needs. The rather small entrance made it so that we had to transport large products in pieces. If I were to make a workspace outside, the things I wanted could be made much faster.
    

    
      “I will make the beer facilities exactly like the one in Nerman Castle. What do you think, Patriarch Cassiars…?”
    

    
      “We’ve got to do it. It’ll be a place where we’ll live, so I’ll take every remaining dwarf here and go make it. You don’t have to worry about a thing.”
    

    
      “Haha. Thank you. Seeing my brothers so happy makes me happy as well.”
    

    
      “Of course, we’re brothers, are we not. Hahaha.”
    

    
      Cassiars gave a great guffaw. Even as his belly shook, his hand was firmly grasping the bark package with the grilled pork belly inside, protecting it from the dwarves that had gathered in no time at all. 
    

    
      It wasn’t hard to be a good neighbor. All you had to do was benefit from each other while laughing together like this.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Whoooooosh.
      
    

    
      The warm energy of the sky felt good on my face as it passed by.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap.
      
    

    
      There was no hurry, so Bebeto flapped his wings at a leisurely pace. From his back, I enjoyed the wind, which still bore a touch of coldness, with my helmet removed.
    

    
      ‘No matter how many times I see it, it makes me happy.’
    

    
      At one point, Nerman was a savage neighborhood where orcs scampered around and ogres played hide-and-seek. But now, the area occupied by monsters was cut by approximately half. There were only monsters—left to be nurtured as wyvern food—on the other side of the dirt barriers in the east and Orakk Castle in the north, as well as near the Kovilan and Rual Mountains. Thanks to the Skyknights running special patrols every day and the cavalry that was dispatched during group attacks by the monsters, the territory was becoming safer at a rapid pace.
    

    
      ‘Only 1/10 of the territory has been developed. Actually, it’s probably more like 1/20.”
    

    
      After meeting the dwarves, Bebeto and I flew around the territory once and were now on our way back to Denfors. The grasses that had begun to grow following the disappearance of the monsters lent a light green glow to the plains. This was fertile land where crops could prosper immediately if the land was developed.
    

    
      Simply looking at the plains stretching endlessly even from my elevated viewpoint in the sky made me happy. I didn’t know when it would happen, but one day, the low hills would be planted with dense orchards, and the fields would sway and dance with golden grain. The people of Nerman would sing the song of peace to their heart’s content.
    

    
      ‘It’d be nice if we could make every barrier with bricks, but that’s far from possible. We’ll have to slowly expand the villages while slowly constructing small forts.’
    

    
      Thankfully, the slaves from the Havis Kingdom didn’t cause much trouble. They too were well aware that they’d been granted a second chance at freedom despite having to live as slaves their whole lives. Of course, there were still some people who caused problems. Those who sowed discord and scorned the people of Nerman, unable to forget the dirty wealth they had once possessed, were quietly sent off to the coal mines.
    

    
      Once you missed it, great fortune didn’t often come twice. I had no desire to be magnanimous to those who kicked away their futures with their own two feet.
    

    
      ‘By tomorrow, the large-scale civil engineering we’ve been doing will come to an end. In three days, we have to send back the soldiers.’
    

    
      Time had gone by truly quickly. Using the Laviter soldiers, the urgent construction projects in the territory were mostly finished. If I were being greedy, I would have liked to use them for about a year, but I had promised the Laviter prisoners soldiers that if the empire wanted it, they would be freed.
    

    
      Of course, no one in the history of the continent was as generous as me when it came to prisoners of war. You could earn a huge profit as soon as prisoners were sold as slaves, and even a child knew that as long as the soldiers weren’t turned mentally deranged, they could once again raise their spears against you if they were sent back. 
    

    
      However, I wasn’t a fruit fly or moth that blindly chased the profits before me, and the profit I gained from releasing them wasn’t anything to scoff at, either. Unbelievable change was occurring in Nerman. Thanks to us having brought the Laviter Empire down a notch, it was probably common knowledge now that Nerman wasn’t easy prey, but I doubted that there were rumors yet about the people living peacefully with full bellies under their benevolent lord. But when the mouths of 180,000 Laviter prisoner soldiers opened here and there, Nerman’s great feats would be made known. Even prisoners were blown away by Nerman—here was a place where the elves of history books helped humans build roads and castles by calling their spirits, and dwarves raised their hammers and personally made castle walls and goods. On top of that, the taxes levied on soldiers and civilians was the lowest in the continent, and the sick were treated by the hand of a saintess serving the Goddess Neran. It was a land of miracles. To the people of the continent who barely eked a living under the cruel harassment of their lords, Nerman would become an Eldorado they would hope to meet even in their dreams.
    

    
      ‘We can easily accept 10 million new residents.’
    

    
      Considering the territory’s size and production capability, Nerman could easily handle a population of 10 million. I smiled with satisfaction as I thought about the new residents of my paradise, where only the chosen could live.
    

    
      ‘The way it stretches out is exactly right.’
    

    
      Even without a navigation system, Bebeto flew unerringly towards Denfors on his own. Before long, the long, long road cutting through the plains came within sight. And on that road, people who appeared to be merchants were busily dragging along carriages.
    

    
      ‘Oh right! Today’s the day the first salt is produced.’
    

    
      I recalled Derval’s excited voice as he reported the salt production early in the morning. The weather was still cold, but we had no rain and plenty of sunshine, so the salt was produced sooner than expected. The seawater evaporated, leaving the gleam of salt that sparkled like white pearls. It would have been strange if Derval saw that and didn’t get excited. Salt could be traded for provisions several dozen times its weight, so how could he not be astonished that such valuable salt could be made automatically in the enormous salt farm? The salt produced in the salt farm alone was probably enough to allow the people of Nerman to eat their fill and live like rich men.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go to the salt farm.”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto, a commendable wyvern who could understand his master’s words perfectly, slowly turned and set his direction on the salt farm. As he did so, the sunshine of a drowsy afternoon hit my eyes, granting me the blessing of deep relaxation in coordination with the pleasantly swishing wind…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “My god…”
    

    
      This was her first time in Nerman in several months. When she reached the skies above Denfors after following the long road that was so complete that it seemed to have always been there, Princess Rosiathe let out the exclamation she’d been suppressing. 
    

    
      Not long after she and twenty Skyknights of the Royal Guard crossed the border, twenty Nerman wyverns appeared as if they had arranged it all in advance. Then, recognizing that she was Havis royalty, a flight of five flanked them in an escort. Rosiathe and the Havis Skyknights followed those five deep into Nerman. 
    

    
      She had received reports, but she could not suppress her admiration at the extremely wide road that ran through the territory, and that wasn’t all. She saw a group of mounted soldiers moving swiftly along the road and merchant carriages passing by extremely quickly, and before she knew it, they had reached Denfors. 
    

    
      The moment they saw the city, everyone’s jaws dropped.
    

    
      ‘I can’t believe prisoners are being treated like that… and what in the world is that huge castle?!’
    

    
      There were over ten thousand large military tents set up on the plains outside Denfors. In the camp, Rosiathe could see soldiers lying at their leisure or playing around, limbering up their bodies. Their clothes made it obvious at a single glance that they were the Laviter soldiers that were captured after attempting to invade Nerman. 
    

    
      But she didn’t have the time to be shocked by the soldiers that didn’t look at all like prisoners. There, in clear view, stood an enormous castle that made her heart thump wildly once again. The outer castle area looked more expansive and sturdier than the Havis Royal Castle, certainly no inferior to an empire’s castle. Her heart was still shocked by the splendorous scale of it when the wyverns passed over Denfors. The Nerman wyverns flew onwards, passing Denfors as if Lord Kyre was not in the city. As they flew, Rosiathe and the Havis Kingdom Skyknights had to keep their eyes wide open to stare at the buildings being constructed inside the huge castle.
    

    
      ‘A-A gold temple! And what’s with the huge number of hangars?!’
    

    
      There were three groups of buildings situated right in the outer castle. On one side, a great temple that seemed to have simply popped up out of the ground was radiating a blinding light as if the entire surface was covered in gold, and on another side, a massive building that looked like an inner castle was standing unfinished. Next to that was a covert giving off an imposing aura, made up of a thousand evenly spaced hangars constructed out of stones that only imperial or royal hangars might use.
    

    
      ‘Kyre… just who are you?’
    

    
      One person’s power could not achieve such a feat. Even an empire would require several years of effort to complete such enormous buildings.
    

    
      Kyre had done it in just a few months.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 144: What Would You Like to Do
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “M-My liege.”
    

    
      Derval looked to be on the verge of tears. When I reached the salt farm on Bebeto, he sent a blast of passionate emotion my way.
    

    
      ‘All this fuss for nothing. Ahem ahem.’
    

    
      Derval wasn’t the only one moved. The territory’s important figures, including Aramis and Igis, as well as all of our knights, were in attendance and completely touched. An endless field of white jewels was laid out in the salt farm. Everyone was excited by the sight of an enormous quantity of salt produced using a method that was the first of its kind on the continent. The color of the salt showed it was far more pure than thermal or rock salt.
    

    
      “The preparations?”
    

    
      “We can begin as soon as you give the order, sir.”
    

    
      “Then let’s begin.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Just like how it took more than just pearls to make a necklace, the salt needed to be put into bags to be useful. Hundreds of robust soldiers were standing with sweepers instead of swords today.
    

    
      “Begin!” shouted Derval loudly.
    

    
      “As you commaaaand!” came the drawn-out response from the soldiers.
    

    
      
        Grrrrrrrrrgk.
      
    

    
      At the same time, the soldiers began to energetically pile up the salt using their wooden sweepers.
    

    
      “Ohh…!”
    

    
      “Y-You’re telling me that’s all salt?!”
    

    
      Every time the sweepers of the soldiers moved, piles of salt were formed.
    

    
      In the fields that weren’t completely dry yet, the salty seawater was swept up along with the salt, making loud swishing noises and creating a nice foam as the white jewels were tossed forward.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. It’s money, all money.’
    

    
      I was still hungry for more. The money we earned by using the dwarves was astronomical, we had netted an enormous profit from the trade with Kesmire, and we’d made a fortune thanks to the enemies that kept coming to the territory, but I was always hungry. There was no sin in making money like this. This valuable reward was realized through the sweat of me and Nerman’s people. It was absolutely a praiseworthy matter.
    

    
      “Kyre hyung, did you really make that?” asked Razcion, who had gone from a well-to-do prince of the Bajran Empire to my little brother. He asked me a question to confirm what his eyes could not believe.
    

    
      “Of course. There’s nothing in this world our liege cannot do.”
    

    
      Derval was exaggerating. I wasn’t a god, how could I possibly do everything in the world?
    

    
      “It’s truly astonishing. To think that you figured out the mass production of salt, an issue that even magic could not solve, so easily…” Igis’ eyes sparkled as she looked at me with awe.
    

    
      “You are a person overflowing with the blessing of wisdom,” said Aramis, flashing me a smile that exposed teeth more brilliant than the salt.
    

    
      ‘Why’re you all making such a fuss with just this? Jeez.’
    

    
      Not just them, but all of the knights and soldiers were staring at me with eyes of respect.
    

    
      “Sir Derval, do not forget to stack them all up in the warehouse and extract the rest of the moisture.”
    

    
      “I have already instructed it, my liege.”
    

    
      
        Grrrrgggk.
      
    

    
      After piling the salt into a small hill, the soldiers began to move it using sturdy wooden shovels into small carts. They began to move the salt to warehouses built all over the salt farm.
    

    
      ‘It’s a relief that everything ended smoothly.’
    

    
      Around tomorrow, a large convoy from the Rubis Merchants would be arriving. They were able to come because the two empires hadn’t formally blocked the passage of merchant groups yet.
    

    
      ‘As long as this trade goes off well, we’ll be good to go for several years.’ 
    

    
      The Rubis Merchants were coming this time as a large-scale convoy, bringing an entire assortment of goods ranging from approximately one thousand dairy cows for the health of the residents and animals like pigs and sheep, to various kinds of seeds and clothes. We had purchased enough goods to sustain the people even if they didn’t farm for several years.
    

    
      ‘At least 10 dairy cows will be allocated to each village, and I’ll have them milk the cows.’
    

    
      There was a lot of unused land. It would be perfect to pasture cows and sheep on that land and get milk and meat. We had supplied the villages plenty of flour in the last year, but we hadn’t been able to meet the recommended nutrient levels yet.
    

    
      ‘I should also distribute fruit trees on a large scale.’ Of the land that was left, there were low hills too. I planned on planting various fruit trees, like apples, on such hills. ‘Just thinking about it made me feel full.’
    

    
      Thinking about a peaceful Nerman made my heart feel at ease. We had planted plenty of seeds on cultivated land, salt production was underway, and we had over 200 wyverns. It would be a little sad when the prisoner soldiers returned, but one day, Nerman would have plenty of elite troops of her own. As long as I didn’t give up on Nerman, such a future would definitely come.
    

    
      ‘Aren’t those Havis royal family wyverns?’
    

    
      While I was thinking, I spotted a group of wyverns flying from the direction of Denfors. They were bearing the royal flag with five spears and a shield drawn handsomely upon it.
    

    
      ‘Rosiathe’s come as well.’
    

    
      I spotted Rosiathe. She was making a personal visit to Nerman even though she must be busy, despite her claims that the rebellion was settled and done with.
    

    
      
        Flap flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      Upon spotting me, the wyverns landed with slow flaps of their wings. Everyone’s gazes turned to the new arrivals.
    

    
      
        Click.
      
    

    
      Rosiathe unclasped her safety ring and lightly sprang to the ground, then removed her helmet and approached me.
    

    
      ‘Did something happen?’
    

    
      TN: Of course something happened. Rosiathe only comes for Sugardaddy Kyre when she wants something from him lmao.
    

    
      Her face was stiff and serious, as if something had indeed happened.
    

    
      “My humble greetings to Your Imperial Highnesses,” greeted Rosiathe with respect, having recognized Igis and the little prince.
    

    
      Igis greeted her back with a big smile. “Nice to see you, Princess Rosiathe.”
    

    
      “Haha, welcome,” I said, receiving Rosiathe warmly with the attitude of a territory owner.
    

    
      “Surely that isn’t all salt, right?”
    

    
      I was sure she had seen more than enough from the sky, but Rosiathe couldn’t help but seek confirmation.
    

    
      “Yes, it’s all salt, Your Highness,” affirmed Derval.
    

    
      “Ah! What a truly massive quantity of salt,” said Rosiathe in wonderment. “To think that salt so clear and transparent exists… How astonishing.”
    

    
      Rock salt and thermal salt made by pouring seawater into an earthenware pot and lighting firewood under it could not compare to sun-dried salt. Rosiathe stared dazedly at the growing salt mountain. I was sure that such a large amount of salt had never been seen before in an inland country like the Havis Kingdom.
    

    
      “If you need any, we can sell some to the Havis Kingdom at a low price.”
    

    
      “Your kind intent is enough for me.”
    

    
      I made the offer since our allied kingdom, Havis, held the important role of acting as the only channel for the rest of the continent to access Nerman.
    

    
      “Sir Derval, did you prepare anything for such a celebratory day?”
    

    
      The knights and all of Nerman’s guests were gathered in one place for the first time in a while. I couldn’t send them back like this. Or rather, my body was itching for a party.
    

    
      “It’s nothing grand, but I did prepare a small celebration.”
    

    
      As expected of Derval, my perfect partner in crime. He wasn’t at all lacking as the mistress of Nerman.
    

    
      “Hahaha. Then guide us there. We cannot go without a glass on a great day like this.”
    

    
      “Huhu. Naturally. I’ve run my morning patrol, so let us have a proper rest for once today.”
    

    
      When it came to having fun, Ryker was always the first in line. His eyes sparkled as soon as the topic of alcohol came up.
    

    
      “Hmph. Since when did you go on patrol? As if.”
    

    
      “Come now, I caught two orcs while flying here. If that isn’t a patrol, what is? I’ve earned my keep twice over today, y’know.”
    

    
      “Such a show-off, seriously.”
    

    
      I was amused by Ryker and Janice’s bickering. Even though they fought each other fiercely every day, they didn’t try to escape each other’s company.
    

    
      ‘Could it be that they’re going out?’
    

    
      A mother-in-law type like Janice suited the playboy Ryker very well. It looked like affection had blossomed while fighting.
    

    
      ‘But did something really happen? Why does she look so depressed?’
    

    
      Rosiathe had a dark expression on her face. Her appearance gave me an ominous feeling.
      

    

    
      “The Crown Prince was found?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty. This one is merely sorry that it has taken so long to relieve Your Majesty of this worry.”
    

    
      “Hooh, it’s pretty impressive that he hasn’t died yet with that personality of his.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      The man who spoke as if talking about the son of a neighbor upon hearing about the Crown Prince’s survival was just barely in his 50s. He had a generous face, curly blue hair, was half-bald to the point that his forehead was clearly visible, and eyes that gleamed with playfulness.
    

    
      This was the person at the head of the Opern Empire, the ruler of the southern continent and a nation that could go toe-to-toe with the two empires of the northern continent. He was the Emperor of the Opern Empire, called Rubert von Opern III. The emperor made an expression of marvel rather than gladness at the news of the Crown Prince, his son.
    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty. His Highness the Crown Prince is still the next person who will lead the great empire, so saying it like that is…”
    

    
      The person responding felt cold sweat go down his back upon hearing the words of what appeared to be a very eccentric emperor. Duke Yarvaison was the emperor’s friend, the Opern Empire’s strongest person, a Blade Master—no, it was rumored that he was at an even further stage—and the Crown Prince’s sword instructor. 
    

    
      “Nonsense. I’m just saying that because he was the one who said he would go out into the continent and survive for 5 years. I didn’t do anything wrong here. A kid who was dallying with the butts of the court ladies in the palace every day runs away from home just because his father said a few words? Jeez…”
    

    
      He might be friends with the Duke, but Emperor Rubert was spitting out a barrage of words that were, no matter how you looked at it, unsuitable for the mouth of an emperor. He smacked his lips, as if enraged by the mere thought of the runaway Crown Prince.
    

    
      “That’s all because he has inherited his father’s blood, is it not? Your Majesty also went on a “beauty tour” all the way to the Araktch Empire with me back in your youth…”
    

    
      “W-When did I do any such thing. And that wasn’t a beauty tour! That was an educational trip I undertook at the risk of danger in order to sound out the situation in the eastern continent.” 
    

    
      The Emperor of the Opern Empire fumbled for words at the retort of Duke Yarvaison, who knew more about the emperor than one might have expected.
    

    
      “Ahem ahem. That sounds well and good… but did Your Majesty forget how many women you romanced while visiting the Araktch Empire and Doveth Kingdom? The eldest daughter of Count Piarias of the Araktch Empire, the twin sisters of Viscount Antimioson, and let’s not forget the young widow of the Duke Tepiaren family…”
    

    
      “Shh! Why are you being so difficult today, Yarvaison? What would you do if the Queen were to hear this?”
    

    
      As Duke Yarvaison counted out the names of women on his fingers, Emperor Rubert paled, at which the Duke secretly smiled.
    

    
      “Why not forgive His Highness the Crown Prince already? It’s said that the situation in the northern continent is not good. Moreover, the place where the Crown Prince is now has seen multiple large battles already.”
    

    
      Yarvaison took issue with the safety of the Opern Empire’s one and only Crown Prince of legal descent. He had raised the Crown Prince like his own son from a young age, so he was sincerely worried about him.
    

    
      “What is he doing?” asked the Emperor, realizing the seriousness of the situation from the words of Duke Yarvaison, who did not make it a habit to lie.
    

    
      “He has become a Skyknight in a dangerous territory of the northern continent.”
    

    
      “A Skyknight? Who could possibly become that boy’s lord? That lad refuses to lower his head even in front of me…”
    

    
      Emperor Rubert was astonished that the Crown Prince whose thoughts were filled with only women and himself had become someone’s Skyknight.
    

    
      “He is the person I recently gave a report about to Your Majesty.”
    

    
      “To me?”
    

    
      “Yes. I am talking about the one who defeated a force of two Laviter armies with the strength of a territory.”
    

    
      “Ah…” exclaimed the Emperor.
    

    
      He remembered. The Laviter Empire was the true master of the northern continent, a difficult foe even for the mighty Opern Empire. He remembered the legendary hero who had repelled two armies of such a powerful empire with the military power of a mere territory.
    

    
      “Count Kyre de Nerman is the person the Crown Prince has been serving.”
    

    
      Count Kyre’s fame had traveled all the way to the southern continent, and that was the same name that Duke Yarvaison carefully said now.
    

    
      “Kyre de Nerman… I’d like to meet him once. To think he’s a fellow so charismatic that he could control that rascal of mine…”
    

    
      The playfulness in Emperor Rubert’s eyes had disappeared, replaced by interest.
    

    
      “What would you like to do, Your Majesty? Your Majesty need only give the order and I can have the Crown Prince escorted back.”
    

    
      The empire could afford to mobilize over a thousand wyverns to escort the Crown Prince. Duke Yarvaison quietly awaited the Emperor’s command.
    

    
      “It’s fine. When the time comes, that rascal will return on his own. We can just relax and wait until then.”
    

    
      “Still, it is too dangerous, Your Majesty. According to our information, it’s not just the Laviter Empire, but the Bajran Empire, every temple, and nearly every merchant group that is after the territory called Nerman. If something were to happen to His Highness in such a dangerous situation…” the Duke trailed off, unable to continue.
    

    
      “Yarvaison.” The Emperor quietly called out the Duke’s name.
    

    
      “I am at your service, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      “Believe in the Crown Prince. He’s undoubtedly the child of the strongest lion in history.”
    

    
      The proud male lion, Emperor Rubert, quietly showed his trust in his son.
    

    
      “By your will.”
    

    
      The Duke lowered his head at one sentence from the Emperor. He was worried, but he knew the Emperor was right. 
    

    
      The Crown Prince was still inexperienced, but he had achieved Blade Master faster than anyone in the history of the empire.
    

    
      Duke Yarvaison knew that, at the very least, such a person could easily keep his life… 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kyaa, there are many beauties in the world, but my eyes have never been as happy as they are now. With Princess Igis, a beauty of noble dignity like a lily, Saintess Aramis, who can be called the epitome of purity, and even Princess Rosiathe, the Flower of the North… On top of that, how can Countess Irene be so darn charming? It really gives me the zest for life these days.”
    

    
      We were at the small outdoors celebration party Derval had prepared. The thoughtless Ryker knocked back his glass, flapping his mouth without being able to read the mood.
    

    
      ‘What is the Reaper doing these days, not taking this guy with them?’
    

    
      The more I looked at him, the more amazed I became. He claimed he was a well-to-do mercenary, yes, but I was amazed that Ryker had the nerve to blatantly speak of beauty in front of royalty. He was going on 30 years of age, but it seemed there was a long time to go before iron could turn into steel.
    

    
      “Like I said, our liege sure has skill. No matter how you slice it, he doesn’t seem any more handsome than me…”
    

    
      “S-Sir Ryker, how could you say such a thing…”
    

    
      “Sigh, here we go again.”
    

    
      Everyone was immune now and paid no heed to Ryker’s words, but Derval’s face still stiffened and Janice shook her head.
    

    
      ‘If I wasn’t fond of this guy, I would’ve…’
    

    
      Ryker was a big help to me when I was in a pinch. With his power as the Guildmaster of the Nerman Mercenary Guild, he brought in the mercenaries, beat them down, and turned them into territory troops for me. In addition, the way he charged forward without fearing death in battles was an example for the other knights. It was just his big mouth and lustful disposition that left more to be desired.
    

    
      ‘Whoever he is, I’m curious about who this guy’s father is. There’s no way he could be happy about having a son like this.’
    

    
      There was no doubt that Ryker’s dad also had a pretty formidable lecherous way of thinking.
    

    
      “Princess Rosiathe.”
    

    
      “Y-Yes?”
    

    
      Even though she was at a celebratory party, Rosiathe was sitting with a slight frown, clearly lost in thought. She was startled awake by my call.
    

    
      “Let’s have a quick chat.”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      I knew she had come to see me, so I offered to chat in advance.
    

    
      “I will go have a short conversation with Princess Rosiathe,” I said, excusing myself from the guests and knights who were eating the food that had become the formal feast item of choice, grilled pork belly.
    

    
      “Have a good talk.”
    

    
      And then, I walked with Rosiathe to the embankment that spanned the salt farm and sea. No matter how busy this time was, I couldn’t just stand by after seeing a girl look so troubled. Moreover, I was deeply acquainted with Rosiathe. I wasn’t the type to act cold-hearted to a person who had come all this way to see me.
    

    
      I walked with Rosiathe along the embankment, from which the sea could be clearly seen. The gazes of curious onlookers followed us.
    

    
      
        Whoooooooosh.
      
    

    
      The light spring wind flipped over the waves and raced towards us.
    

    
      “Is something the matter?” I asked, looking at the waves crashing in front of me with a froth of bubbles.
    

    
      “Sigh…” 
    

    
      Instead of responding, Rosiathe sighed. I quietly waited for her to continue. It had to be something troublesome, because it seemed difficult to talk about.
    

    
      “I apologize. I’ve caused you to worry,” said Rosiathe at last.
    

    
      “It is alright. Even if you weren’t here, Princess Rosiathe, I’m not fated for an easy life anyway, so you need not worry.”
    

    
      I spoke with sincerity. I was someone who lived while flipping the bird to the gods that had their fun putting me through the ringer. It would actually be strange if I could live every day in comfort.
    

    
      “The Emperor sent a letter.”
    

    
      ‘Emperor? Poltviran?’
    

    
      A certain ass’ name popped up at the mention of an emperor.
    

    
      “The letter invited me to a birthday party occurring in the Imperial Palace on the first day of the month of Romero.”
    

    
      As Rosiathe revealed the contents of the letter, I could feel the anxiety dripping from her words.
    

    
      ‘You jerk, who do you think you are to call a busy person over at your whim.’
    

    
      It was obvious what had happened. Poltviran had become the emperor, and now he wanted to realize whatever depraved thoughts he had. He wasn’t someone who would leave the beautiful Rosiathe alone.
    

    
      “I-I don’t know what I should do now. The strength of the kingdom is still weak, so it’s difficult to refuse the empire’s command… but to obey the Emperor’s words is also…” Rosiathe stumbled to a halt.
    

    
      “What do you want to do?”
    

    
      I looked at Rosiathe with a gentle smile, and her blue diamond eyes trembled under my gaze.
    

    
      “I-I…”
    

    
      Her dainty red lips stuttered, then halted.
    

    
      ‘Why is she struggling so much?’
    

    
      Rosiathe was clearly showing me the sorrow of the powerless. A tinge of regret for her went through my heart, and Rosiathe’s characteristic pansy fragrance drifted along the wind right into my soul.
    

    
      “Do what you want. I will help you.”
    

    
      This was all I could do for this trembling woman.
    

    
      “Sob…”
    

    
      As soon as she heard me, Rosiathe bit her lips as the tears she’d been holding back burst out.
    

    
      My hand went naturally to the crying woman’s shoulder, and her slender body came right into my embrace, as if she had been anticipating this moment. Rosiathe’s wavy golden hair went flying into the wind, tickling my face.
    

    
      “Sob sob… T-Thank you…”
    

    
      In my arms, she gave me a tearful thank you. Not everything could be felt since we were wearing airplates, but the sound of her racing heart rang on my chest.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, what should be done about that messed up bastard?’
    

    
      I cursed the bad seed that made such a kind girl cry. He was a tyrant of the ages who used his tiny rat’s tail of power to harangue kingdoms all around him. If he was in front of me right now, I would want to kick him in the mouth.
    

    
      ‘Now, I can’t even back out.’
    

    
      I had briefly lent her a shoulder to cry on since I couldn’t turn away a crying girl, but the choice of location was wrong. The events happening on the oceanside embankment were clearly visible from every which way. I could keenly sense the gazes of hundreds on me.
    

    
      But I firmly blocked off those feelings. What the crying Rosiathe needed right now wasn’t their gazes, but my chest, and my chest alone.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 145: Getting My Money’s Worth
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Is the prepared evidence sufficient?”
    

    
      “Just as you ordered, we have perfectly prepared the writeup on the illegal transactions and tax evasion of magic tower branch stores.”
    

    
      “Then the confiscation of all buildings and goods owned by the magic tower branches begins now. Arrest the mages at the same time!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The magic tower branches had looked down on me the entire time. They disregarded my one warning by sending out entire flocks of lumikar to leak information about Nerman to the outside. And now, it was time to clamp down on them.
    

    
      “In addition, close off all the borders and do not allow anyone, including mercenaries, to come into the territory without permission.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Not just the magic towers, but the passage of mercenaries and merchants would also be restricted. We could maintain public order and carry out monster eradications just fine even without the help of mercenaries, and the territory could be run without the help of merchants.
    

    
      ‘I’ll seize the initiative to close the door on their faces before they get restricted.’
    

    
      I gave Rosiathe a justification to refuse the Emperor’s invitation—a border dispute between Nerman and the Havis Kingdom. I was planning on making a fuss at the border while releasing the prisoner soldiers of the Laviter Empire tomorrow. Of course, Poltviran wouldn’t believe it, but for now, buying time was good enough.
    

    
      “Finish the job swiftly. And have the supervisor of the Rubis Merchants come up.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Derval and the other admins shouted their acquiescence in the office.
    

    
      ‘Go and suck ‘em dry.’
    

    
      All this time, I’d been bribing people to make orders for various goods in the magic tower branch stores in Nerman. When the orders poured in, the branches went and acquired the goods from the magic tower in secret, completely unaware that I was behind the orders. Those goods were useless by my standards, but I’d received a report that magic-related items that could net a pretty penny if they were sold elsewhere were piled up high in the branch stores. They had so much stuff squirreled away that we could certainly temporarily replenish the low-grade magic ingredients the territory needed.
    

    
      “Sir Derval,” I called, stopping Derval, who was on his way out the door.
    

    
      “I am at your service, my liege.”
    

    
      “Move the fully dried salt to the city gate.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege.”
    

    
      It was so common for me to request strange things that Derval didn’t even ask. He dipped his head and left.
    

    
      
        Knock knock.
      
    

    
      And a short while later, a knock came from outside my door.
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      
        Creaak.
      
    

    
      I was still using the office at Weyn Covert, since the mansion wasn’t complete yet. The worn-down door creaked as it was opened and a person came in.
    

    
      ‘Hm? That person is—!’
    

    
      Jamir, an executive, wasn’t someone with a lot of time on his hands, so I heard that the convoy this time was led by a supervisor. However, I was surprised to see that the supervisor who came into the room was someone I was very familiar with.
    

    
      “I offer my humble greetings to Count Kyre de Nerman.”
    

    
      “Haha, when did you go from branch manager to supervisor?”
    

    
      “It is all thanks to you, Count Kyre. Heheh.”
    

    
      Indeed, the person who came in was Lenkis, the former branch manager of Nerman, a region previously treated by the Rubis Merchants as a remote backwoods.
    

    
      “Congratulations.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Count Kyre. I will remember this great favor for the rest of my life.”
    

    
      Nerman had risen to a very important position in the Rubis Merchants, so it wasn’t unusual that they had promoted the person who had connections to me.
    

    
      ‘Yep, a person needs to have big dreams.’
    

    
      It helped that he had a lucky encounter with me, but I was sure that Lenkis’ willingness to trust me, his skills, and his foresight had also played a role. How could a company like the Rubis Merchants appoint a supervisor position to a person without skills?
    

    
      “I trust that there is no error with the goods?”
    

    
      “Of course, sir. I brought the best quality goods there are. By order of Executive Jamir, I even prepared cows from the Indesse Kingdom, which are rumored to be hardy and good at producing babies.”
    

    
      The Rubis Merchants had prepared the best, knowing my personality. I felt satisfied.
    

    
      “You’ve done well.”
    

    
      “Not at all, I am completely undeserving of the praise.”
    

    
      This was a fair trade made by giving them my money, but I ended up praising Lenkis. Without the Rubis Merchants, the development of this outcast territory would have been significantly slower.
    

    
      “I’ve said this to Executive Jamir as well, but for the time being, there will be no further trade between us, besides the salt tomorrow.”
    

    
      “I am aware, sir. Actually, the Executive asked me to relay his wishes for your safety. He wishes for your good health until he comes and sees you again.”
    

    
      “Haha. Relay the same message to Executive Jamir for me.”
    

    
      Jamir knew that the upcoming situation would be like strapping dynamite to your body and charging into flames. We were doing our best to make thorough preparations, but the strength of the enemies around us was unimaginable.
    

    
      One misstep was all it would take for the tower we had built up with all our efforts would come crashing down.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Crash!
      
    

    
      The Gauss Magic Tower Branch in the city of Denfors had been enjoying a happy time from the sale of various low-circle magic items and the sudden increase of people selling monster blood and hides in the last month. The door of that branch store splintered into pieces.
    

    
      “W-Who is it!”
    

    
      The mages who had been organizing the products inside shouted in alarm at the destroyed door. They had been warned by the Lord of Nerman, but no sanctions had been made afterwards, so they had assumed that the lord was tacitly recognizing the authority of the magic towers. And because the mages assumed no one in Denfors would dare to mess with them, they glared at the broken door with fury. 
    

    
      
        Cl-cl-cl-cl-clank.
      
    

    
      “Ahh!!”
    

    
      However, their furious gazes were short-lived. An entire platoon of heavily armed, armored knights and soldiers barged in. The mages blanched.
    

    
      “Arrest all of the mages who disobeyed the Lord’s orders and conducted illegal trade and tax evasion! Confiscate all of the goods, including the funds! Execute any who resist!”
    

    
      “As you command!” shouted the soldiers with fierce voices.
    

    
      “W-What do you mean by that? What illegal trade and tax evasion? Our magic tower branch has the right of immunity and tax exemption in all territories of the Bajran Empire. So what do you mean by such ridiculous nonsense…”
    

    
      The mage in charge of the Gauss Magic Tower Branch listed the rights they had like a parrot.
    

    
      A knight approached the mage. “The lord of this place is Count Kyre de Nerman. His orders take precedence over all imperial laws. In Nerman, the lord is tantamount to God!”
    

    
      With a frosty expression on his face, the knight brought out his fighting spirit.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      His fierce remark was punctuated by the energetic cry of a wyvern outside.
    

    
      “Proceed with the execution!”
    

    
      The knights had grown deathly pale at the knight’s choice of words.
    

    
      The soldiers thundered over to the mages with mana bracelets in their hands. However, not a single one of the mages resisted.
    

    
      Like the knight said, in Nerman, the lord they had briefly forgotten about was no different from a god.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “You’ve all worked hard.”
    

    
      From the city gate of Denfors, I looked out at the Laviter soldiers that had been captured as prisoners and had worked hard the past month. They were lined up in rank and file on the enormous plains, and quietly looking at me.
    

    
      ‘You’re probably the only people who can go back fatter than when you first became prisoners.’
    

    
      I couldn’t see an end to the orderly ranks. 180,000 was easy enough to say, but I had to marvel once again at the skills of Derval and the other admins who directed this many people to various Nerman construction sites in perfect order. No matter how many centurions and lieutenants we picked out and knights we assigned to keep watch, if the admins hadn’t been able to arrange the soldiers so meticulously, it would have ended with chaos in a bottle. However, the admins had followed my orders and completed the job perfectly. These days, they were independently selecting new administrative personnel and maximizing their efficiency.
    

    
      “Just as I promised on my name, you will be turned over to the empire according to the results of the prisoner negotiations with the Laviter Empire. You will begin moving today onwards and leave Nerman in two days.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      ‘Well whaddya know? They aren’t happy? What’s wrong with their expressions?’
    

    
      I expected that the prisoners  would be happy upon hearing that they could return to their homeland. No matter how well I treated them, it couldn’t be as good as their homes. But contrary to my expectations, the prisoner soldiers didn’t have very bright expressions on their faces—instead, they almost looked like they were reluctant to leave Nerman.
    

    
      “Also, as promised, I will now distribute the reward you have earned by working hard for a little over a month. Every person should receive at least 3 Golds from the soldiers before getting on the carriages.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      ‘Wut? Not happy about the money, either?’
    

    
      I just stated that they would be given more money than I originally promised, but the soldiers didn’t rejoice at all.
    

    
      “Also, I have a final request to make of you. I hope that none of you will come back to my territory, Nerman. I wish to earnestly plead that you do not bring destruction to various places in Nerman, a territory built up through your very own sweat and tears.”
    

    
      Assuming the Laviter Empire wasn’t idiotic, they wouldn’t reuse soldiers defeated once. Moreover, the soldiers had received warm treatment here and had basically become assimilated into Nerman. It was unlikely that they had any will to fight Nerman left in them.
    

    
      “May the benediction of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, bless your future days…”
    

    
      Standing on the watchtower, I drew a cross and offered a small prayer that would serve as my final farewell. We had met as enemies, but these men bore no crime. They were simply pawns that moved according to the orders of nobles. I sincerely hoped for their safe return.
    

    
      
        Thud.
      
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      
        Thud thud.
      
    

    
      Just then, some of the lined up soldiers began to kneel.
    

    
      ‘W-What’s going on?’
    

    
      It didn’t stop at just a few soldiers. Once one or two began to kneel, that number soon swelled to hundreds, no, thousands.
    

    
      “We wish to stay in Nerman. Please accept us, Your Lordship!”
    

    
      “Please accept us, Your Lordship!”
    

    
      The soldiers took up someone’s lead and began to chorus in unison.
    

    
      ‘!!’
    

    
      I was so shocked that my head felt empty all of a sudden. I expected that a few thousand soldiers would stay behind at most, but over ten thousand soldiers appeared at a single glance to be surrendering. They surely had loving family members in the Laviter Empire, but the soldiers were abandoning them, kneeling to surrender.
    

    
      And that wasn’t all. The rest of the prisoner soldiers weren’t kneeling, but they were looking on with envious gazes. It looked like their feelings were too far off from the ones kneeling.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. Hello, you unexpected jackpot, you!’
    

    
      My good treatment of the prisoners was calculated. Even so, it wasn’t like I treated them particularly well—I merely treated them the same as regular Nerman soldiers. But my “kindness” came back to me as a jackpot in the form of what was approximately over 10,000 elite soldiers. With them, we could easily use Nerman’s advantages and block 100,000 enemy soldiers.
    

    
      “My liege…” said Derval next to me with a trembling voice.
    

    
      He had also expected that a few would defect, but there was no way he could have expected so many would do so.
    

    
      “Thank you… I will, without fail, return the sincerity you have shown me and Nerman today one day. My soldiers!”
    

    
      “YEAAAAAHHHHH!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      “Long live Nerman!”
    

    
      “Long live the Lord!”
    

    
      When I accepted them, the prisoner soldiers sprang to their feet and raised a deafening cheer.
    

    
      ‘Long live! Long live!’
    

    
      I also cheered inside my heart. This was a bonus from the heavens granted to me for living so kindly. All I had to do was happily accept.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Sir Shailt, I temporarily entrust you with my role.”
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      Having come to my office on an abrupt summons from me, Sir Shailt’s eyes grew as wide as saucers at my words.
    

    
      “W-What does th—”
    

    
      “A situation has developed where I must urgently leave the territory. If it takes a long time, I will be gone for one month, and if it ends quickly, half a month. It should suffice to paint a wyvern like Bebeto and fly around the skies of Denfors once a day.”
    

    
      We had shut down the magic tower branches that were blatantly spying on us, but there were still plenty of enemy sentries around. The only way to deceive them, if only for a brief time, was to create a body double for me and Bebeto.
    

    
      “Sir Derval, keep in mind that this matter is something only you and the important knights must know.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege.”
    

    
      I had revealed the gist of the situation to my right arm, Derval—he now knew that if I did not make an appearance before the Tsarina of the Haildrian Empire, the world’s foremost producer of magic crystals, the magic crystal distribution would end.
    

    
      “As a reference, you’ll have to deceive the eyes of the people for at least half a month.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      The loyal Sir Shailt did not ask much.
    

    
      “For now, have the naturalized soldiers run patrols around Orakk Castle and the eastern region.”
    

    
      “By your will, my liege.”
    

    
      Their feelings had led them to defect, but there was no knowing how their feelings might change if the empire threatened them. They were still only half citizens of Nerman. Until Nerman could grow her roots, the naturalized soldiers had to be managed with great care.
    

    
      “Once all of the prisoners have returned, thoroughly close off the borders. Increase the patrols and capture any and all trespassers. You may kill those who resist,” I said, continuing to give out instructions.
    

    
      We had to thoroughly protect the territory from now on. As long as we could stay self-sufficient, there was no need to keep our borders open. I couldn’t keep watching hyena-like mercenaries and merchants blinded by profit continue to come in and out to their heart’s content.
    

    
      “Derval.”
    

    
      “At your service.”
    

    
      “How goes the selection of the territory’s foothold city?”
    

    
      “As you ordered, we are completing the planning for a foothold city and the small towns affiliated to it. We should have a basic outline in about half a month.”
    

    
      I wanted to organize Nerman like South Korea, where each province would have a central city, and administrative divisions like township and neighborhood. I had zero desire to manage the territory in the same loose manner as the rest of the continent.
    

    
      ‘I’m the biggest worry of all.’
    

    
      A lumikar had just flown in from Chrisia, saying that she would meet me in the skies above the harbor today at around sundown.
    

    
      “Has the prisoner transport been completed?”
    

    
      “I just received word from Sir Ryker. He said the prisoners have arrived at the border.”
    

    
      “I’m relieved it ended without a hitch.”
    

    
      Excluding the 10,000 soldiers who defected, 170,000 soldiers left Nerman. They had left swiftly using carriages on the perfect road constructed from Denfors all the way to the Havis border.
    

    
      “I’ve asked the elves and dwarves, so increase the pace of the construction of the border fort. It only has to be sturdy, so it shouldn’t take much time.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      With the road complete, we couldn’t leave the borders as they were. We had to build a fort on the border, like we previously planned, and make that place the first line of defense. In one, two years from now, villages would be created around the Kyre Road, and if that happened, we couldn’t allow the enemies to come even one step into the territory.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, I can’t be sure if I can trust them and go.’
    

    
      Derval and Sir Shailt were responding with vigor, but I still felt anxious. It was easy to say Nerman would be fine without me for a few days, but I was curious as to whether the empires would sit still if they found out I wasn’t around. It was a given that even if they didn’t mobilize any ground troops and just sent in Skyknights to attack, the territory would be razed down. Nerman was still about as strong as an elementary school student right now. There was nothing quite like the feeling of a parent leaving behind their children. 
    

    
      ‘It’s about time to go…’
    

    
      I could already see the beginnings of dusk from the window, telling me that it was time to leave.
    

    
      ‘Haildrian… just you wait. I’ll get my money’s worth from you!’
    

    
      My movements were linked to the safety and development of the entirety of Nerman. The Tsarina of Haildrian had demanded such a person to come at her beck and call.
    

    
      Well, she messed with the wrong person.
    

    
      I made up my mind to use this opportunity to make it very, very clear that I wasn’t such an easy person to control.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kukukukukuku…”
    

    
      Just one year ago, the Imperial Palace of the Bajran Empire rang all day long with the laughter of maids captivated by the flowers that sprang up everywhere in the palace come spring. But now, despite the blossoming flowers, there were no longer any giggling maids to be found. Such a phenomenon could be attributed solely to Emperor Poltviran, who was publicly called the Rabid Dog in Heat. As if wanting to show off his vicious temperament, if a maid or attendant made any mistake, he unsheathed his sword and sliced off their necks on the spot. In particular, he was busy assaulting and raping the comely maids at all times of the day.
    

    
      Such a man was laughing. His birthday was in a few day’s time, an event where not just every noble in the empire would come, but also ambassadors from the neighboring kingdoms. However, there was one person who refused his order.
    

    
      “Rosiathe… to think you would insult me so… Kukuku.”
    

    
      A single letter had flown in from the Havis royal family, saying that Princess Rosiathe really could not participate because their borders were so chaotic due to the prisoner exchange between the Laviter Empire and Nerman. Princess Rosiathe’s polite letter stated that she would send an ambassador in her place and asked that the Emperor not get offended.
    

    
      A thoughtful person would believe her words. It was common knowledge that Havis had suffered a crisis from the weakening of their national power due to an ill-fated expedition by the nobles, the Roen Principality’s attack, and wide-spread revolt. On top of that, because of the battle between Nerman and the Laviter Empire, they were walking on eggshells, unable to breathe out of trepidation.
    

    
      But there was one person who didn’t give a whit about Havis’ situation, and that was Emperor Poltviran. He was actively striving to sate the lustful nature that had grown even more twisted since his ascension to the throne. Rage slowly began to simmer in his eyes, which were writhing with madness and perverted desire. It was hatred, hatred towards the person who dared to defy his order. In mere moments, his anger billowed into a raging flame.
    

    
      “Silveron.”
    

    
      “I am at your service, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      Thanks to the Emperor, Viscount Silveron was enjoying the height of authority these days. Recently, despite not having made any contribution, he had been raised to counthood in an unprecedented move. And as of late, he was wielding so much military power that he no longer had to fear anyone, even dukes.
    

    
      “Rosiathe, that bitch, defied my order. What should be done now?”
    

    
      Poltviran casually called a princess of a nation a bitch.
    

    
      “Naturally, she must be punished to uphold Your Majesty’s dignity. If Your Majesty gives me the order, I will fly out right this instant and capture the bitch,” Silveron shouted in a voice of such loyalty that it seemed he would even deign to lick the Emperor’s shoe.
    

    
      “Why do you think those Havis Kingdom bastards defied my order when they cannot muster as much military power as a single army of mine?”
    

    
      He was half-mad, but the studying he had done from a young age had not disappeared into thin air. Despite his rage, Poltviran aimed to figure out the situation like he had learned.
    

    
      “I believe it must be because she is relying on him.”
    

    
      “By him, you mean…”
    

    
      Silveron was no idiot either. It would make no sense if the person who had seized power by assisting the crazy bastard since his days as a crown prince was an idiot.
    

    
      “From what I have discerned, it does not seem as if Rosiathe and the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, are regular acquaintances. According to my sources, it is said that Kyre personally went and resolved the issue with the Roen Principality army for her.”
    

    
      “K-Kyre.”
    

    
      It was like pouring oil onto the flames. The madness in Poltviran’s eyes grew as he spat out the name Kyre.
    

    
      “Kukukuku… Kyre, Kyre, KYYYREEE!!!!”
    

    
      Poltviran repeated the name over and over as his hands curled into fists. The mere thought of him made his heart feel as if it would explode. The bastard had disobeyed him, the Crown Prince of the Empire, as a mere cadet… Poltviran had never forgotten. He had never forgotten the arrogant black eyes that had looked down at him as if looking at a bug.
    

    
      “Argh…” Poltviran gnashed his teeth. “Call in Duke Ormere.”
    

    
      And then, he had the thought that he had endured longer than expected. It surprised him that he had gone so long without killing Kyre and the nuisances who were staying with him, the Princess and Prince.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 146: Flying Over the Sea
      
    

    
      

    

    
      I liked night flights. In particular, night flights with Aramis gave me such happy bliss that they gave me the chills.
    

    
      ‘I-Is she nuts?’
    

    
      But this? This wasn’t it at all.
    

    
      Around sundown, I met up with Crisia’s wyvern in the skies above the harbor. And then, we started flying into the sea without any notice.
    

    
      ‘It’s already been 3 hours, just where the hell is she taking me?’
    

    
      The sun had set, and the moon was now shining brightly, indicating that it was early evening. We were flying heedlessly over the blue sea, a swimming pool of stars. A little bit further, and even Bebeto would be too tired to return. If we were to land on the sea and try to catch our breath, the sea monsters and demon beasts would drag us to the depths, forcing us to bid adieu to our lives for the rest of eternity.
    

    
      ‘She can’t be planning on flying the entire way there, can she?’
    

    
      The distance from Nerman’s harbor to the Kesmire Archipelago was as far as the distance to the capital of the Bajran Empire. I began to have all sorts of ominous thoughts. It was just too unfair to all the sweat I’d lost to die as a frickin’ virgin.
    

    
      ‘Huh…? That’s—!’
    

    
      Just then, Chrisia, who had been flying in front of me at an altitude of several hundred meters above the sea, suddenly began to plummet, and in that instant, I saw a certain something.
    

    
      ‘A ship!’
    

    
      A single, large ship with three long sails lowered was coming towards us on the calm waves, lit by the moon’s glow.
    

    
      ‘Ohhh! That must be one of those legendary wyvern carriers!’
    

    
      It was a large sailboat, the Kallian Continent’s equivalent of a modern aircraft carrier. It was actually enormous—the wyvern carrier looked bigger than any aircraft carrier I’d seen when I went to a Korean naval base to sightsee in middle school. I could clearly see the ship’s ridiculous size from the magic lamps hung up everywhere.
    

    
      ‘Hooh, so it has that kind of structure.’
    

    
      The ship had a unique structure that set it miles apart from other ships. Three enormous sails dozens of meters long spanned from the middle to the stern, and in the fore was a landing and resting spot for wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Seeing as it can carry twelve wyverns, it’s a massive wyvern carrier.’
    

    
      A fleet with a wyvern carrier and one without were heaven and earth apart. It was so true that there was a saying on the continent that a fleet unfortunate enough to meet a foe with a wyvern carrier on the seas should just sink to their knees and pray for a quick death. Any boat that took a few Blessed Spears thrown from the sky would surely become Swiss cheese and sink to the depths.
    

    
      That was the reason why the Kesmire pirates were able to completely dominate the sea. Despite the attempts of every nation on the continent to reclaim their sea routes, they were no match for the naval power of the pirates. Even if wyvern carriers existed on both sides, to people who treated the ocean like their front yard, the fleets of every nation were like fumbling children.
    

    
      ‘They must have dozens of carriers, at the very least.’
    

    
      Chrisia’s fleet alone had dozens of wyverns, and I’d heard from Chrisia that there were a total of 7 such fleets.
    

    
      ‘That must be a signal to land.’
    

    
      While I was thinking, Chrisia’s wyvern was landing on one side of the carrier. On the opposite side, sailors holding red magic lamps were sending us a signal to land.
    

    
      “Bebeto, do your best to make a cool landing.”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      He was landing on a ship for the first time ever, but Bebeto wasn’t at all daunted. After letting out an energetic bellow, he slowly flapped his wings and assumed a landing position.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      Strong headwinds were created from Bebeto’s powerful wingbeats as he slowly descended onto the sailing ship. Then, we landed with a small thud that I could feel with my entire body.
    

    
      ‘This is more fun than I thought it’d be.’
    

    
      This ship landing method felt very different from landing on the ground. It was pretty thrilling, because if you messed up, you could land right in the sea.
    

    
      “My my, Bebeto. Your landing was handsome indeed.”
    

    
      Chrisia approached Bebeto with her airplate helmet off and was generous with her praise. Her blue hair, which reminded me of the sea, fluttered behind her naturally in the ocean wind.
    

    
      ‘Now that we’re on the sea, it’s like she’s shining.’
    

    
      Chrisia had always possessed a unique, lively beauty no inferior to any woman out there. But her appearance on a ship had that certain special something. It was like how peanut butter and jelly, snowmen and mittens paired well together. Chrisia’s voice created a harmony with the sloshing waves and tickled my heart. Despite the urgency of the current situation, the foolish playboy in me was still refusing to give it a rest.
    

    
      
        Guooo, guooo.
      
    

    
      Delighted by the praise, Bebeto raised his horns to the sky and crooned happily. Chrisia stroked his wing. In any case, he was one enviable fellow.
    

    
      “Salute! Greetings to the Commander.”
    

    
      “Saluuute!”
    

    
      A man appeared on the deck and saluted.
    

    
      “If you hadn’t appeared right on time, Captain, we would have become fish food.”
    

    
      “Nonsense, ma’am. The Commander knows the sea better than any sailor here, is that not so?”
    

    
      “Hoho, it’s all thanks to your teachings.”
    

    
      ‘As the captain, he’s the person controlling this ship, right?’
    

    
      The man illuminated by the magic lamps looked to be in his early 50s, and with his shaggy beard and sturdy body, he looked like a real man of the sea. He didn’t look like a regular Joe, but a pirate boss, no less.
    

    
      “Commander, he must be that famous Lord of Nerman, Count Kyre,” remarked the pirate mister, taking stock of me.
    

    
      “Yes, this person is indeed Count Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘Hm? He knows me?’
    

    
      “Haha, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” he greeted. 
    

    
      “Count Captain Anatalyan, at your service.”
    

    
      “Nice to meet you. I am the Lord of Nerman, Count Kyre.”
    

    
      It wouldn’t be right to frown to a smiling, welcoming face, so I made a formal greeting with a smile.
    

    
      “Instead of staying out here, we should go inside. An evening feast has been prepared.”
    

    
      “Hoho, that’s music to my ears. I thought I was going to pass out from hunger on the way here.”
    

    
      Chrisia’s debonair personality was shining through. She was a girl who grew up on the simple and honest sea, so she spoke in a forthright manner.
    

    
      ‘Come to think, I flew over here without even eating.’
    

    
      Chrisia had dragged me to the carrier out of nowhere.
    

    
      
        Squeaal, squeaaal.
      
    

    
      I saw a few sailors dragging out a plump pig. As expected of a huge ship, it was loaded with animals for wyvern food.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I raise a glass of gratitude to the one who allowed this precious meeting today, the Overseer of Fate, Romero. Cheers!”
    

    
      
        Clink! Cli-clink!
      
    

    
      I was enjoying my first ship banquet, something I’d only heard of and read about in novels. Chrisia was the highest ranking person here, but the owner of the ship, Count Anatalyan, took the lead in the meal, allowing me to confirm the veracity of the saying ‘On a ship, the captain is king.’
    

    
      ‘It’s a real feast.’
    

    
      To be honest, because it was a meal on a boat, my expectations weren’t very high. But my eyes grew wide at the multi-course meal being laid out on the large table. It was a magnificent spread no inferior to ones offered by the houses of great nobles. There was some kind of poultry grilled in honey, various kinds of smoked meat, stew and fried fish made from fish fresh from the sea, as well as steaming hot bread and various fruits I didn’t know the name of. They all stimulated my appetite.
    

    
      ‘So you mean to say they’ve even got a magic warehouse on here?’
    

    
      As far as creature comforts went, this ship didn’t fall behind 21st century aircraft carriers in the least. Thanks to magic, there were no hindrances to a long voyage.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      ‘Kyaa, tastes great.’
    

    
      It wasn’t beer, but there was a wine so sweet it was nearly ice wine. It was the perfect thing for whetting the appetite.
    

    
      I sliced into a piece of meat tender with juices with a mithril fork.
    

    
      ‘Ohhh!’
    

    
      I couldn’t help but exclaim inwardly. It was true that I was hungry, but the unexpected spread doubled my pleasure.
    

    
      ‘Should I use this opportunity to get a transport carrier of my own?’
    

    
      It seemed like a worthwhile investment. I also wanted to visit the eastern continent later, when the territory was stabilized, and travel around the Kallian Continent. A wyvern carrier was the perfect cruiseliner.
    

    
      ‘They’ve even got a fruit similar to mangoes.’
    

    
      The Kesmire Kingdom was dominating the ocean and monopolizing trade between the continents. Tons of fruits I’d never seen or heard of were beautifully ornamenting the table.
    

    
      “Has the next carrier been prepared?”
    

    
      “It should be sailing towards the coordinates you instructed, Commander. If you depart at the planned time, you should be able to meet them at the planned destination.”
    

    
      “Please fly a lumikar and confirm it one more time for me, Captain.”
    

    
      Chrisia was a commander, a position of higher rank than a captain, but she spoke politely to Count Anatalyan. From what I could tell from their conversation, he seemed to be the person who had taught Chrisia the ways of the ocean.
    

    
      “Haha, no worries. It might be the first emergency transit in a while, but they will never make a mistake.”
    

    
      He was really casual about it. It was clear to me now that what they referred to as an ‘emergency transit’ was putting out carriers on the sea and flying wyverns from one ship to the next. Chrisia had used a magic compass and looked at the position of the stars to set her path on the way here. If her angle of flight had been off even by a little and a problem had occurred, we could have landed right in the sea and lost our lives, but Count Anatalyan nonchalantly told us to not worry.
    

    
      “Has there… ever been an accident during an emergency transit?” I asked cautiously while cutting my meat.
    

    
      “That’s… it happened for the first time decades ago, so…”
    

    
      Despite his words to not worry, the Count was unable to give me a clear answer. My body stiffened mid-slice.
    

    
      “Haha, even so, you don’t need to worry. The God of Wind and Freedom, Bormio, has granted the Commander a bountiful blessing. In our kingdom, Princess Chrisia, I mean, the Commander, goes by the name ‘Mascot of Fortune’.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      The reason why the Captain was telling me ‘no worries’ wasn’t because the transit was unfolding in a safe manner from some scientific or confirmed way, but simply because Chrisia was lucky?
    

    
      ‘Fuck.’
    

    
      My expression froze as I inwardly cursed. To think that my one and only life would be treated so lightly… If I had known earlier, I wouldn’t have attempted such a reckless thing.
    

    
      “Count Kyre, don’t you trust me?” Chrisia hit the bullseye with a sly smile.
    

    
      “Nonsense, even if things go wrong, I would die together with the lovely Lady Chrisia, so what is there to fear? Hahaha…”
    

    
      “Really? Hoho, Count Kyre, you sure are a romantic…”
    

    
      Chrisia’s eyes sparkled with mirth.
    

    
      ‘A romantic, my ass!’
    

    
      My life was in her hands, so I had no choice but to say something with a hint of warning in it, but here she was, calling me a fuckin’ romantic. However, contrary to my feelings, a gentle smile hung on my lips like the spring breeze.
    

    
      “Count Kyre,” called Count Anatalyan.
    

    
      “Yes, Captain Anatalyan?”
    

    
      The other party was being respectful, so I offered the Count the same courtesy.
    

    
      “I’m curious as to how you can be so courageous. In my eyes, you hardly look strong enough to catch a demon beast, but I heard that you have taken the continent by storm. If you have some special method, please teach me,” Anatalyan asked. He was wearing a vague expression that made it hard for me to tell whether he was joking or being serious.
    

    
      “I’m not sure… It simply turned out like that. A big tree might be quiet, but when the wind blows and shakes the tree, the tree cannot help but be shaken, no?”
    

    
      I was being completely honest. I tried to live a quiet life, but the pre-existing powers on the continent were itching to rip Nerman and I apart. There was no choice but for us to fight until one of us croaked.
    

    
      ‘The ship is big enough that it doesn’t even sway.’
    

    
      The sea was fairly calm, but that being said, this was the deep ocean. The waves were around 2 meters high, but the ship was absorbing the kinetic energy of the waves with its enormous size.
    

    
      “Haha! Your words are truly a breath of fresh air. Count Kyre is not only a capable lord, but also a talented wordsmith.”
    

    
      In front of Count Anatalyan, who recognized my talent, I let a big grin represent my feelings.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Swoooooooosh. Splash, splash.
      
    

    
      The ship had a really unique structure. Thick ropes that had to be made of the sinews of a pavence, the sea monster Chrisia had told me about that one time, were keeping the sails strung from the middle of the ship to the stern nice and taut. Even though I didn’t know much about ships, I knew that theoretically, a structure like this would have the ship turning in circles. However, it wasn’t like that at all.
    

    
      ‘They’re using a magic array.’
    

    
      I could feel a powerful mana energy under my feet. It seemed the ship was relying on a magic array to maintain balance and sail straight ahead.
    

    
      
        Guoooo.
      
    

    
      We were cutting through the waves, but the deck was so high up that no water splashed onboard. Bebeto, who was lying in his designated spot, raised his head and let out a soft cry, having caught my scent.
    

    
      ‘It’s like a scene out of a fantasy.’
    

    
      Above the dark blue waves shone a glittering wash of silver stars, stretching from the end of the horizon to as far as I could see. The starscape from the ship gave me an impression of infinity no less than what I saw when flying.
    

    
      
        Guoguo.
      
    

    
      I was looking up, captivated by the stars, when I heard Bebeto—apparently as sleepless as I was—calling me.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, serves you right.’
    

    
      I couldn’t really say why I felt so cross whenever I saw Bebeto these days. All I could say was that my petty mind was galled by the constant cries of happiness I heard every single fucking night. I felt refreshed as hell to see Bebeto stuck in solitude for the time being.
    

    
      ‘You brat, at least you’ve still got some conscience.’
    

    
      Bebeto wasn’t completely alone—Chrisia’s spotted female wyvern was in the spot next to Bebeto. But maybe there were too many people around, because Bebeto only looked on with longing. When he saw my look of gratification, he buried his head under his wing.
    

    
      ‘If you put the safety ring on like that, there should be no concern of falling.’
    

    
      Even though the waves were high, a special contrapment made of leather was wrapped around the wyverns so that they could resist the pull and sway. The device was connected to the wyvern armor and had safety rings all over it, and those rings were locked onto sturdy steel fixtures on the ground.
    

    
      ‘I suppose the prisoner exchange must be completed by now…’
    

    
      Originally, I was supposed to go there and oversee the process, but the unavoidable situation forced me to send Ryker. I trusted that with his usual snark, he would be able to handle the imperial nobles with ease.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “H-How come the mages are nowhere to be seen?”
    

    
      “The mages? Ah! You mean those criminals who tried to escape.”
    

    
      A temporary negotiation site had been set up on the border between Nerman and the Havis Kingdom. It was late into the night, but the light remained on in the cloth tent. 
    

    
      “Please call the Lord of Nerman here! This is different from what was promised!”
    

    
      Marquis Treviltar had been dispatched by the Imperial Family to receive the Laviter Empire’s men and dispense the payment. His mood had soured the moment a mere Skyknight without a peerage came forward as Nerman’s representative instead of the Lord of Nerman himself. He was someone who only had a few people to fear in the Laviter Empire, but the mannerless curly-haired knight in front of him dared to be sassy with him. For a regular knight, it was noble decorum to be respectful to a noble, even if they were from an enemy nation, but this Skyknight called ‘Ryker’ treated him as if he wasn’t even a marquis. Even now, the distasteful brat was plucking his nose hairs while apathetically answering Treviltar’s questions. If not for the powerful mana the Marquis could clearly feel from the man, he would have pulled out his sword long ago.
    

    
      “He’s busy. Our liege isn’t an idle person.”
    

    
      “Y-Youuu!!!”
    

    
      Marquis Treviltar had offered the highest courtesy he could manage, but this Ryker continued to speak with indolent casualness. If Treviltar’s knights had been in the meeting tent, they would have likely caused an uproar, asking the rogue for a duel. However, only two people were in the tent, and because the fabric had been treated with magic, no sound leaked to the outside.
    

    
      “I got it, I got it already. For now, sit down. Here’s a solution, subtract the mages from the payment and cough up the rest.”
    

    
      Marquis Treviltar had grown red with rage, but the rude Skyknight was completely indifferent to it and lazily waved a hand at him, telling him to sit.
    

    
      “Also, 10,000 of the prisoners voluntarily defected. So subtract the money for them too.”
    

    
      Ryker’s words were like rubbing salt in the wound, or pouring ice cold water on someone who tripped and fell on their nose. Marquis Treviltar went from enraged to dejected. It was utterly impossible to communicate with this one-track-minded Skyknight. He began directing his rage to the so-called Lord of Nerman who made a person like this the negotiation representative.
    

    
      “So yeah, I ran the calculations, and… Excluding the 1 million Gold we got as an advance, we just need another 9.95 million Gold in total.”
    

    
      The man kept it casual to the very end.
    

    
      “Wait, 8 million should be sufficient if we exclude the mages and 10,000 soldiers, so how did another 2 million get there?!”
    

    
      Marquis Treviltar was angry, but he had received an imperial mandate to safely bring home the prisoners. Even in this dumbfounding situation, he was able to spot the inaccuracy of the calculation.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk, are you a newbie at this? The negotiations were definitely done a month ago. Am I wrong?”
    

    
      “N-No.”
    

    
      “Then tell me, who’s supposed to pay for the money it took to feed the prisoners, heal them, and the other miscellaneous costs we incurred? Should our kind-hearted but penniless liege be fronting the bill, or should we be getting the money from the Laviter Empire, who barged in on our territory without any manners? Any human with a head on his shoulders should be able to figure out that much.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Marquis Treviltar was speechless at Ryker’s unreasonableness.
    

    
      “Also, do you think I’m running a charity here? Who’s gonna pay my labor cost? I worked my ass off without being able to catch a wink of sleep because I was so busy. Of course the people who committed the original crime should pay it.” Now, this devil was even blathering about his labor cost. “Now, now, hurry up and sign this already, c’mon. The longer this takes, the higher my labor cost and wyvern lodging fees become."
    

    
      Ryker, clearly not giving a single fuck for the feelings of the people in the hot seat, passed over a piece of paper and asked Treviltar to sign.
    

    
      “Why, dun wanna? Then don’t, I’m sure that viper-tempered emperor of yours would be happy that the prisoner negotiations broke down because of a little wittle chump change. Seriously, for a marquis, you sure are one inflexible codger.”
    

    
      The moment Ryker yammered about the viper-tempered emperor, Treviltar’s entire body trembled. As much as he hated to admit it, Ryker was right. If he was not able to complete the Emperor’s command because of a few pennies, the responsibility would fall solely on him. 
    

    
      ‘Arghhh! I’ll have my vengeance for the indignity I suffered today!’
    

    
      The Marquis ground his teeth, feeling a mixture of despondency and rage. He glared at Ryker, whose eyes were as blue as his hair.
    

    
      The moment Laviter attacked Nerman again, he would definitely catch this bastard and rip him to pieces with his own hands…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Eurgh! This is so boriiing!’
    

    
      Up until we departed in the morning, everything had been fine and dandy. I enjoyed warm bread and soup early at dawn and then left the transport carrier with Chrisia. And then, we flew out while looking at the glorious sunrise while harboring manly ambitions.
    

    
      But it all went downhill from there.
    

    
      We’d been flying for several hours over the sea with no end in sight and no place to rest. There wasn’t even a single island to be seen in this huge, boring ocean. Unlike the land, the sea looked exactly the same from beginning to end. I just had to keep looking at Chrisia flying in front of us while suppressing my urge to throw up.
    

    
      ‘Just how far have we flown? Are we even going the right direction?’
    

    
      Chrisia was undertaking this path of hardship for my sake, so I felt disgusted that I couldn’t trust her, but I didn’t want to do a nosedive into the ocean and meet my end.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto’s getting a little tired, too…’
    

    
      If I made an approximate calculation, it felt like we had flown for about six hours nonstop, and assuming a low-balling 40 km per hour, we had covered a distance of over 240 km. Combined with the distance we covered on yesterday’s flight and the carrier ship’s sailing distance, we had moved over 400 km or so. That was nothing for a modern car or airplane, but here, that was a huge amount of ground to cover, and it was entirely over the ocean, to boot.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Just then, Chrisia’s wyvern began to point downwards into a descent.
    

    
      ‘Ohhhh! T-That’s—!’
    

    
      At that moment, my eyes were greeted with a very welcome sight.
    

    
      ‘It’s an island! An island!’
    

    
      I felt like I could understand why people cheered in elation when they spotted land in movies or comics. This small island, protruding high over the ocean, was enough to give me an intense sense of relief from escaping the scary and terrifying sea’s embrace. The choked-up frustration in my chest dissipated with a bam.
    

    
      Swooooooooosh. Guoooooooooooooo~!
    

    
      Bebeto also began to descend, uttering a happy bellow. My experience aside, this was also Bebeto’s first ocean crossing. He landed in moments on the beach of this blessed island.
    

    
      “Haah!”
    

    
      As soon as we landed, I unclasped my safety ring and jumped onto the sandy beach.
    

    
      ‘I feel alive again.’
    

    
      It wasn’t a very large island, but it was densely wooded. The sight of the forest brought the spark of vitality back to my eyes.
    

    
      “It was hard, right?” asked Chrisia with a crisp smile. 
    

    
      ‘Oh man, I feel really strange.’
    

    
      Chrisia had the same refreshing(?) aura around her as a mermaid in the ocean. Being on an uninhabited island with no sign of other humans with this charming woman felt strange. Moreover, Chrisia wasn’t reserved in showing her interest in me. Every time I met eyes with her, she smiled like a spring flower in full bloom.
    

    
      “This is an island located at the middle point between the continent and Kesmire. Us sea people call it the Bugle of Repose.”
    

    
      ‘Bugle of Repose?’
    

    
      The island had a pretty unique name.
    

    
      “There’s a bugle sound when the boulder over there fills with water. That sound can be heard from dozens of kilometers away.”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Hearing that, I remembered the faint bugle sound I’d heard before reaching this island. At first, I thought my helmet was malfunctioning.
    

    
      “Anyone who hears this island’s bugle during a voyage will be granted repose and peace. You’ve experienced it for yourself, but when the sea people encounter an island like this during a long voyage, we are touched to the point of tears. Islands… are no different from mothers to us.”
    

    
      I nodded in understanding at Chrisia’s islandphilia.
    

    
      “We’ll have lunch here and then depart.”
    

    
      ‘L-Lunch!’
    

    
      Come to think of it, I was hungry.
    

    
      “I brought bread and water, so wait one moment, please,” Chrisia said, going to her wyvern.
    

    
      “There aren’t pigs or similar food animals on the island, right?”
    

    
      “Huh? No… Unfortunately, the island is small, so…”
    

    
      I did see a few birds, but they were way too small to eat, and I had zero desire to fill my belly with a few pieces of bread in a place like this.
    

    
      “Bebeto!”
    

    
      
        Guoooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto, who had been playing on the beach, digging into the sand like a dog burying a bone, lifted his head at my call.
    

    
      “Let’s go fishing!”
    

    
      
        Guo, guooo!
      
    

    
      “Fly!”
    

    
      There was no need to wait for Bebeto. I cast Fly and kicked off the beach.
    

    
      Chrisia, alarmed by the sight of me suddenly flying into the sky, called out, “K-Kyre!”
    

    
      “Haha, please gather a few branches for me.”
    

    
      I made a request to Chrisia while flying into the sea. The water was clean and clear, so I could see deep into the depths. I activated my mana while thinking of the fishing method available only to mages. 
    

    
      In any situation, eating comes first!
    

    
      No matter how busy I was, I had to eat proper meals—that was my philosophy in life. Every pizza you didn’t seize was a pizza missed, and a missed meal was something you’d never get back in your life.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 147: Desire to Fight
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Raise your head.”
    

    
      “I await thy imperial command!”
    

    
      In the great throne room of the Laviter Imperial Palace, where the Emperor was having a meeting with all the nobles, one man raised his head at the emperor’s words. He was a nervous-looking man with a skinny frame and a wicked scar near his right eye.
    

    
      “Did you say your name was Lukence?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      It was Viscount Lukence, the man who had at one point been called the master of Nerman. He had been the first to smell the danger and flee during Laviter’s failed invasion, and now, he had entered the palace at the summons of Emperor Hadveria.
    

    
      “I summoned you because I heard you are well-informed about Nerman.”
    

    
      Emperor Hadveria’s voice was as quiet as usual, but carried an invisible dignity that everyone in the room could feel. At that voice, Lukence lowered his head and awaited the next words.
    

    
      “Let me ask you. What kind of person is the Lord of Nerman, the man named Kyre?”
    

    
      Hadveria asked about Kyre without preamble, his expression and words unreadable. However, those who knew the Emperor knew how angry he was right now.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, the man named Kyre is an impressive person. As such, he is also someone who must absolutely be killed.”
    

    
      Because the Emperor was asking, Lukence uttered the frosty feelings he’d buried deep in his heart regarding Kyre. Lukence knew that this was the last opportunity he had in his life. He had a grudge that absolutely needed to be fulfilled before his death. Lukence began conversing with the Emperor with his wits fully about him.
    

    
      “Mm… a person who absolutely must be killed…”
    

    
      “O’ mighty and sagacious master of the Great Laviter Empire! This humble one will speak the honest truth.” With a thud, Lukence knelt. “The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, is a truly terrifying person. He appeared alone in Nerman with a single wyvern and transformed Nerman, a territory even the Bajran Empire had thrown away, into the best place to live in merely one year. Moreover, something truly incredible is occurring in Nerman right now.”
    

    
      Lukence’s hot words spilled out as if a dam had burst.
    

    
      “The treacherous and dangerous Lord of Nerman established an alliance with the Temir tribes and Kesmire pirates and stabilized the territory, and he somehow learned a wyvern taming method to turn captured wyverns into his own. The number of wyverns under his control have already exceeded 200. Not only that, but as one saw with the recent Nerman invasion, he used dwarven-made ballistas to hold wyverns and soldiers in check, and has begun accumulating wealth using his personal magic knowledge to develop a salt farm that exists nowhere else in the continent.”
    

    
      Lukence knew the ins and outs of Nerman through the spies he had planted in Nerman. He revealed everything he knew about Nerman to the Emperor.
    

    
      “That is not all. He is an open-minded person who used the Laviter Empire soldiers captured as prisoners to subjugate monsters, and a wise person capable of using demihumans like dwarves and elves for territory development. In addition, recently, an enormous castle being called the “Great Nerman Castle” is approaching completion within just a few months of construction. He used the dwarves and elves to achieve the feat in a short period of time.”
    

    
      “Dwarves and elves… so that information was true.”
    

    
      Emperor Hadveria nodded at Lukence’s words. He had been informed in advance about this through the empire’s information network. Not only had the dwarves and elves come out of hiding in the territory, but they were actively helping Nerman. The dwarves and elves that appeared only in legends would probably be dismissed as a tall tale by regular commoners, but every empire, kingdom, magic tower, temple, and countless other places were craning their ears to determine the truth or falsehood of that information. The demihumans had hidden their whereabouts because they had been defeated in the past war with humans, but politicians and mages alike knew that dwarves and elves possesed tremendous abilities. And Nerman, a territory receiving the active support of such races, was an extremely dangerous existence.
    

    
      “In addition to that, it is said that there are even beastmen in his service. And they are magic swordsmen beastmen capable of 5th Circle magic at the least.”
    

    
      Lukence revealed important knowledge he thought was exclusive to him.
    

    
      “Huhu…”
    

    
      However, the Emperor was already aware. The fact that the Second Prince had almost lost his life to Kyre because of beastmen was a secret that only the Imperial Family and high-ranking nobles knew.
    

    
      “Do you have the confidence?”
    

    
      After a brief chuckle, Hadveria suddenly asked Lukence whether he had the confidence.
    

    
      “What does that…”
    

    
      Lukence’s head whipped up with a dazed expression at the Emperor’s sudden words. 
    

    
      The master of the Laviter Empire, Hadveria von Laviter the Third… was an absolute ruler regarded as a god by all of the nobles and knights. Not a single person dared to oppose the Emperor’s authority or say anything irreverent. No matter how wise a king was said to be, politics was a field where nobles inevitably had complaints, yet not a single person dared to express them. That was simply how much respect and fear the emperor commanded.
    

    
      Lukence felt that he could finally understand how those nobles felt. The emperor looking down on him was a little ordinary in appearance, but in his gaze, one could feel an invisible, suffocating power of mana, an aura that only a person of true strength could exude.
    

    
      Lukence made himself small and awaited the Emperor’s next words.
    

    
      “I shall give you the power, so do you have the confidence to occupy Nerman.”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      The Emperor’s tremendous proposal made Lukence exclaim wordlessly in shock. That the Emperor would give him power was a statement more impactful than any other. Moreover, by asking Lukence if he had the confidence to occupy Nerman, it was akin to granting him the responsibility of a commander, a position only a noble of at least count or higher could assume.
    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      Lukence kowtowed with a loud thump.
    

    
      “Your Majesty! If Your Majesty would do me the benevolence of believing in me, I will devote all my life to bring destruction upon Nerman!”
    

    
      Lukence had thought it would be good enough if he could relieve his grievances, but the world had granted him a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. He had kowtowed so heavily that blood flowed onto the ground.
    

    
      “Haha, hahaha, hahahahahahaha…!”
    

    
      The Emperor burst out in loud laughter, delighted by something. His Blade Master-level mana filled the entirety of the throne room, a mana that bristled with the cold and dark sensation of the yin-attribute… 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “It’s fully cooked.”
    

    
      A Blessed Spear was a weapon a Skyknight had to treat as carefully as one’s life. But to the man in front of her, this precious weapon merely amounted to a skewer for roasting fish.
    

    
      “I’ve seasoned it with salt and other spices, so it shouldn’t taste fishy.”
    

    
      He was seriously very attentive. Kyre had gone out to sea and hunted fish using lightning magic. He got rid of the guts by hand and began to roast the fish that were big enough to eat. And it wasn’t just regular roasting, either. He summoned a Salamander on the branches that Chrisia had gathered and had it control the fire, and then earnestly sprinkled it generously with salt and precious spices.
    

    
      Such work did not befit a count, and a lord of a great territory, no less, but Kyre did not sweat such formalities.
    

    
      ‘This is why there’s an endless number of beautiful women around him.’
    

    
      As Chrisia held a large fish that had been roasted beautifully all the way through, she clearly saw through Kyre’s playboy nature in a single glance. He was a man who possessed a manly vigor and confidence that had him unintimidated no matter where he went, and a sincerity that touched the hearts of women. On top of that, he was an upper-circle magic swordsman and a holder of a count peerage. His merits as a potential husband were no less than the crown prince of a nation.
    

    
      However, it wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows. Rare beauties hooked on Kyre’s charm were waiting thirstily around him. Chrisia was considered quite the beauty in Kesmire, but in front of the women next to Kyre, she felt inferior.
    

    
      
        Crunch.
      
    

    
      She moved her mouth a little to take a bite of the back region of the fish.
    

    
      ‘Why is it so tasty?’
    

    
      Even his cooking skill was incredible. Even if you had the world’s best ingredients in front of you, without a sense for cooking, it was impossible to achieve this kind of flavor.
    

    
      “How is it? Isn’t it tasty?”
    

    
      Kyre awaited her judgement with expectant eyes. His charismatic, impossibly deep black eyes bored into Chrisia’s soul.
    

    
      “I-It’s delicious,” she murmured, feeling her face suddenly getting red.
    

    
      “Haha. That relieves me to hear. Thank goodness it’s to your taste.”
    

    
      Kyre’s pleasant, clear laughter was like the refreshing sea breeze on a spring morning. He watched Chrisia eating before picking up a fish and digging in.
    

    
      
        Crunch crunch.
      
    

    
      Even his manner of eating was seriously dashing. He must have been hungry, because he quickly and earnestly polished off the meat on the bone.
    

    
      
        Guoo, guooo. Kugii, kugi.
      
    

    
      The two wyverns left on the sandy beach mumbled sweet nothings at each other, happy about who knew what.
    

    
      ‘The wyvern takes after the master… haah.’
    

    
      Kyre’s wyvern, named Bebeto, had caught the tastiest-looking fish and thrown it in front of Chrisia’s wyvern. And then, he descaled it with his horns in what was definitely an undisguised show of goodwill. Seeing that, Chrisia suddenly had the thought that she was jealous. Like those wyverns, Chrisia wished she could have an undisguised conversation with Kyre. She stopped eating and started stealing glances at Kyre, who was focusing on his meal.
    

    
      ‘Sigh.’
    

    
      This man could make you feel happy and warm inside just by looking at him. Chrisia breathed out a long sigh. She knew she was falling deeper and deeper into the thick charisma exuded by the man in front of her. Unbeknownst to her, her sigh expressed mostly regret, but also some contradictory expectation.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      The Temple of the Great God Adeine was located in the continent’s Central Mountain Range. It  was not served by separate priests, but was instead managed and maintained by the combined strength of priests and paladins of the eleven temples, excluding the Temple of the Evil God Kerma.
    

    
      The Temple of Adeine. As per the main teaching of the Great God, which stipulated that the world existed and did not exist simultaneously, the interior of the temple was completely undecorated. 
    

    
      Eleven priests were gathered inside such a bare temple. They were the cardinals who served the Goddess of Destiny, Pallan; the Goddess of Mercy, Neran; the Goddess of Abundance and Festivities, Sapphire; the Goddess of Blessings, Semire; the Overseer of Fate, Romero; the God of the Sun, Lassiar; the God of Alcohol and Art, Elfos; the Goddess of Victory, Ormion; the God of Wind and Freedom, Bormio; the God of Truth and Justice, Siportyne; and the Goddess of Wisdom and Beauty, Varshua.
    

    
      All eleven had gathered in one place for the first time in a long, long while. It was all to conduct a Council of Cardinals, which was only convened when the continent was threatened by demons, black mages, or any who revered such beings.
    

    
      They had gathered here today at the behest of Cardinal Torphon, who served the Goddess of Mercy, Neran. After facing the sky and showing their respect to the Great God, the cardinals took their seats. 
    

    
      It was not an unusual occurrence for the cardinals of each temple to die without ever once seeing each other. Each person’s holy temple was located in different countries, and the position of a cardinal was one that could not be readily or carelessly moved.
    

    
      “In the name of Mercy, I wish to show my thanks to everyone who came today.” The host of today’s rare Council of Cardinals, Cardinal Torphon of Neran, rose from his seat and bowed his head. “As was already described in the convening letter, the reason I requested for everyone’s presence today was because of a heretic who is more than capable of causing a disaster on the continent.”
    

    
      The Temple of the Great God was a completely open space, with the ceiling and walls on every side made out of glass so clear it was impossible to differentiate the outside from the inside. An incredible sight was visible from those glass walls. Hundreds of temple-affiliated Skyknights and wyverns that had flown here to protect the cardinals of each temple were soaring through the sky, keeping a close guard. Of course, the words spoken within the temple couldn’t be heard outside, not in a million years. Absolutely nothing could penetrate the defensive barrier made of holy power.
    

    
      “As you already know, the Lord of Nerman, the man named Kyre, kidnapped a priestess of our temple who was completing her training to become a saintess and is now imprisoning her within his territory. He is committing such evil deeds that would never be possible if he were not an evil minion of darkness with no fear of the gods. However… our temple cannot face him alone. In order to find the saintess who exists in order to show the glory of God, the man named Kyre is receiving as much blessing of darkness as a high-ranking demon. As one who is lacking, I wish to request the assistance of the cardinals here today, in the name of Holy Neran.”
    

    
      It was customary for the Council of Cardinals to begin with a remark from the one who convened the meeting. And as per custom, Cardinal Torphon delivered his statement.
    

    
      “In the name of Destiny… From what I heard, the female priestess of Neran captured in Nerman is said to have gone there voluntarily. I wonder if my ears were wrong in hearing that she went to the most remote place in the continent, a place ailed by suffering and pain, to practice the glory of God, as is befitting a priestess of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran.”
    

    
      The white beard of the cardinal serving the God of Destiny fluttered as he nailed the bullseye Toprhon wished to conceal. News of Nerman had already spread across the continent. The cardinals knew about the Saintess of Nerman, Aramis, through the merchants and mercenaries that had visited Nerman.
    

    
      “That is a falsehood. The fact that our pure priestess was seduced by that wicked Lord of Nerman, Kyre, is the truth of the matter that our temple has deduced.” He had expected a question of this nature, so Torphon responded without hesitation.
    

    
      “In the name of Wisdom… That being said, I heard that the Lord of Nerman, Count Kyre, commands an impressive reputation among his people. He is ruling with a justness that no other king or noble has been able to achieve. Everyone here knows what kind of place Nerman is. Every single temple here has deferred on the construction of a temple in Nerman due to its unstable situation, is that not true? Since he was able to stabilize such a territory in a short amount of time and even repel the invasion of the Laviter Empire, Count Kyre must not be an ordinary noble. Also, there is no conclusive evidence that Lord Kyre committed any acts that defy the laws of the Great God. If you cannot clearly explain that point, Cardinal Torphon, I cannot agree upon an inquisition ruling.”
    

    
      Those words were spoken calmly by Cardinal Aziare, the leader of the Temple of the Goddess of Wisdom and Beauty, Varshua. She was recognized as the person with the most rational and logical mind in the ecclesiastical world. Even though she might not be on the level of a saintess, a being that graced the world only once in several centuries, Cardinal Aziare commanded great trust from the believers.
    

    
      ‘What a repugnant bitch!’
    

    
      The Cardinal of Neran, Torphon, was already deeply sullied by evil. He inwardly rained curses down on Cardinal Aziare, who had raised a compelling objection to his words.
    

    
      “I am well aware of what everyone is worried about. As such, I am not asking for an inquisition ruling right now. I am asking that an inquisition be declared once priests from each temple have personally met Count Kyre. I ask that you do that much, on my behalf as a sincere servant of the Goddess of Mercy.”
    

    
      Fueled by whatever confidence he had, Torphon asked the gathering to make a judgement after meeting Count Kyre. He was ultimately requesting an inquisition for the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, who everyone here knew of thanks to the swiftness of their information gathering. Meeting here and ratifying the inquisition was merely a formality. If a temple of one of the eleven children of the Great God requested it, an investigation was necessary before an inquisition could truly be declared. They might be people serving the gods, but they were not free from the bounds of politics.
    

    
      “I concur with Cardinal Torphon’s words. Rather than believing that he might possibly be dangerous, it would be best to meet him and confirm it ourselves.”
    

    
      “I concur as well.”
    

    
      “I concur.”
    

    
      Words of agreement came spilling out of the mouths of the remaining cardinals who had been listening quietly. 
    

    
      The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, was creating a great storm over the continent. If he continued to grow in strength like he was doing now, they would certainly have to meet him one day. 
    

    
      The Kallian Continent had become too saturated to build any more temples. Nerman was the last remaining site where temples could be constructed. The territory’s development potential was infinite, and it was a land of opportunity that could contribute greatly to temple finances.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘So many islands.’
    

    
      After eating lunch at the island called the Bugle of Repose, we flew for a while. Then, all of a sudden, I began to see one island after another on the sea, and then, my vision was full of them.
    

    
      ‘It must be the Kesmire Archipelago from here on out.’
    

    
      The Kesmire Archipelago was known to be made up of not just thousands, but tens of thousands of islands. This was the land of the pirates, who used their control over the entire, enormous ocean to interfere with the movement between continents and enjoy a monopoly over in-between trade. According to Chrisia, the Kesmire possessed a total of seven formal fleets, and they also had two reserve fleets for the archipelago’s defense.
    

    
      ‘Fleets and sailors proficient at handling sea travel, as well as wyverns… They really do deserve to be called invincible on the sea.’
    

    
      Kesmire had named itself a kingdom, leaving their forebears’ past as pirates behind them. You could even call them the Laviter Empire of the Seas and not be exaggerating in the least.
    

    
      ‘Even if you came here with wyverns, the fleets would completely wipe them out on their own.’
    

    
      Countless instances of naval warfare were recorded in the annals of continental history. In particular, the naval battle that occurred between the Laviter Empire and Kesmire several decades ago was well known. After occupying the Perkan Kingdom, Laviter wanted to personally conduct trade with the eastern continent, and Kesmire stepped up to prevent that from happening. The almighty Laviter Empire concentrated all their national power for several years to organize wyvern carriers and a fleet, then sent an expeditionary force made up of dozens of transport carriers, hundreds of wyverns, and hundreds of ships to the Kesmire Archipelago.
    

    
      However, in a single night of decisive battle, the empire’s pride was reduced to tatters. Not long after the Laviter fleet left the low Yukane River and sailed into the sea, at around the point when wyverns could no longer fly back to land, Kesmire wyverns unleashed an attack from all sides. It was a cloudy, dark night without the light of the stars or moon. In the fog made by the sea, the Kesmire Skyknights were said to have begun a fierce assault. 
    

    
      The wyverns on the Laviter transport carriers sortied in response. But in the ocean fog so thick one could hardly see one foot ahead, they either crashed and died, or died to friendly fire. Infected by the fear of an enemy they could not see, the imperial sailors suppressed the nobles and completely surrendered before the dawn broke. It was said that the wyverns and Skyknights that refused to surrender were not allowed to land on the ships, and afterwards, not a single Skyknight made it back to the empire. If the Laviter Empire, which had been winning victory after victory, had not been defeated then, all of the kingdoms surrounding it would have likely disappeared from the map by now.
    

    
      ‘That’s why the western powers tried to dominate the ocean on Earth.’
    

    
      I thought back to the medieval naval battles recorded in world history books on Earth. ‘The Empire on which the sun never sets’ was a glorious address the British Empire had earned when they had defeated France and all their other rival countries, most notably Spain’s Invincible Armada, and dominated the sea. If you looked at it like that, only the Kesmire Kingdom was deserving of such a title in the Kallian Continent right now.
    

    
      ‘There’s no need to make them my enemies. They need to make a living, too.’
    

    
      They might be called rulers without peer or enemy on the seas, but in the end, they were seamen who had to live on the sea with their lives on the line. I had no desire to steal their food bowl and starve them out. I just really wished that Kesmire merchant ships would only do trade with our territory.
    

    
      ‘Hm, looking at the amount of land they have, it does look habitable.’
    

    
      Flying over the islands and between them gave me a far, far greater sense of security than flying in the landmark-less, great blue sea. I followed Chrisia, feeling the pleasant wind on my face. 
    

    
      I had to pacify the Haildrian Empress as soon as possible and return to Nerman, because I was sure that even now, a certain someone was drooling as they set their sights on my territory.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “This is the new Blessed Spear produced in Nerman.”
    

    
      Duke Ormere entered the Imperial Palace of the Bajran Empire upon receiving Emperor Poltviran’s summons. He then showed the Emperor Nerman’s new Blessed Spear, something they had acquired when pursuing the Prince and Princess.
    

    
      “Our findings have concluded that it has an effective range of over 3 km, and it flies twice as fast as regular spears. As such, it has been made clear that these spears will cause tremendous damage in an aerial fight.”
    

    
      “You say we cannot make these?”
    

    
      Poltviran was as mad as they came, but because he had received a proper crown prince’s education under the strict emperor, he had outstanding judgement skills. He had an intense desire to attack Nerman, but he didn’t run into it headlong. He had known that the Krantz Kingdom, at least, could be stamped down in a mere instant, but even Poltviran knew that Nerman was strong.
    

    
      “I deeply apologize, Your Majesty. With our current level of magic technology, we cannot recreate the Blessed Spear made in Nerman.”
    

    
      The person who responded was Marquis Darvasin of the Bajran Imperial Magic Tower, who had entered with Duke Ormere. He wasn’t at Master level, but he was one of the less than ten 7th Circle mages on the continent. However, he confessed that it was impossible for him to produce Nerman’s Blessed Spear.
    

    
      “Why is that so? It doesn’t look much different in my eyes.” Poltviran expressed his doubt while stroking the normal-looking Blessed Spear in his hand. 
    

    
      “From what the Magic Tower has concluded, Nerman’s Blessed Spear is installed with a unique magic array.”
    

    
      “A unique magic array?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty. Surprisingly enough, long-lost ancient Runic and a magic array of the Ancient Magic Era are making up the finishing layer. The ancient Runic is engraved within the runes so elaborately that even a mage of my circle is not able to decipher them.”
    

    
      “Ancient Magic Era Runic…”
    

    
      Poltviran was in a position where he had nothing to fear and nothing to be curious about, but the mention of the Ancient Magic Era was more than sufficient to stimulate his interest.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, even so, it is not as if there is no method. Though it does not exceed Nerman’s spears, Marquis Darvasin and the Imperial Magic Tower have recently developed a spear of far superior specs than the regular spear. In the sky, 1 kilometer is a distance that one can cross in the blink of an eye anyway. If overwhelming numbers and a special tactic are put to use, we should be able to fight on equal terms with Nerman’s spears.”
    

    
      Ormere had planned to control the empire by puppeteering Poltviran. Even though his plans had veered slightly off course, he still held power in his hands. From the beginning, Poltviran was the type to be more interested in satisfying his own interests than empire management. Therefore, Ormere was handling the majority of the management rights of the empire, the core of authority.
    

    
      ‘I have to use this opportunity to take care of Nerman.’ 
    

    
      Nerman and Kyre were like thorns stuck in Ormere’s throat. The 2nd Prince and Princess who could pose a threat to the Emperor’s power and his own authority were reason enough to destroy Nerman.
    

    
      “Also, we must absolutely use this opportunity to occupy Nerman.”
    

    
      After receiving Poltviran’s summons, Ormere had spent the last few days planning his conquest of Nerman. He tacitly received the active cooperation of the magic towers, which had suffered indignity in Nerman, and had also received a promise of military goods, including a fixed amount of military funds, from the continent’s large merchant groups.
    

    
      “Why?” Poltviran asked, his characteristic, madness-filled eyes gleaming.
    

    
      Ormere had to be careful. He was the Emperor’s uncle and had played a significant role in raising Poltviran to the throne, but he had no idea what this madman’s temperament would do.
    

    
      “According to the new information we received, we are not the only ones after Nerman. The Laviter Empire is after them as well. In addition, I am told that Nerman’s development speed is incredible. Recently, not only did they develop a salt production method that can control the continent, but they are also receiving active cooperation from dwarves and elves to build roads, as well as a great castle that rivals the Imperial Palace.”
    

    
      “Elves? Hooh. So you’re saying those legendary elves are helping him in a backcountry like that.”
    

    
      Ormere had anticipated this response. The Emperor, who let his perverted lust control him, would undoubtedly show a strong interest at the mention of elves.
    

    
      “Yes. And it is not just one or two elves helping Nerman, but dozens. I believe that there are at least hundreds of elves.”
    

    
      “Hundreds, you say… That many elves, huh.”
    

    
      “Your Majesty, there is a method we can use to attack Nerman with less investment.”
    

    
      Duke Ormere had planned everything out. He carefully laid out the bait, dancing in beat to the Emperor’s change in temperament.
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “As Your Majesty knows, Nerman blocked Laviter’s elite troops without taking much damage. If we are to haphazardly attempt to conquer such a place with strength alone, the empire will have to pay a considerable cost. However, if we were to receive the help of our allied kingdoms, we will be able to secure two wins with one scheme.”
    

    
      When it came to the Bajran Empire’s politics, Duke Ormere was an old hand. He proposed a scheme so cunning that if the allied kingdoms had heard it, their blood would have curdled.
    

    
      “I am sure that after the recent destruction of the Krantz Kingdom, the kingdoms around the empire have been harboring plenty of complaints in their hearts. Although the power they hold as individuals is weak, if they band together in an alliance, it could become troublesome. In two days, at Your Majesty’s birthday celebration, please make an order. Say that Your Majesty will promise a permanent alliance in exchange for the kingdoms forming the spearhead for the conquest of Nerman.”
    

    
      “KUHAHAHAHAHAHAHA! As expected of you, Uncle. I was just thinking about what to do about those guys, but you thought of such a great solution for me.”
    

    
      Poltviran laughed heartily as he called Ormere “Uncle” for the first time in a while. The Emperor’s bright expression was proof that the idea had pleased him.
    

    
      “Please, just leave it to this humble servant. I will use this chance to set the foundation for the empire. We shall make a great empire that no one can touch!”
    

    
      Duke Ormere had seized the opportunity before him. He could never allow this chance to slip out of his hands.
    

    
      If Poltviran, who was living like a no-good lout, just happened to die, who would be the one to take responsibility for the empire afterwards?
    

    
      A certain someone laughed quietly in his heart. Only the person laughing knew the true answer to that question.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Whoooooooosh! Whap~! Whap~!
    

    
      “Lower the sails! Turn to the direction of the incoming waves!”
    

    
      ‘Uwahh! Where’d this storm come from!’
    

    
      This might be how it would feel to be sleeping under a tree and get hit by a lightning bolt. Bebeto, Chrisia, and I had traveled over the Kesmire Archipelago like our lives depended on it and arrived at the last wyvern carrier. We only need to rest and fly one last time to reach the Haildrian Empire.
    

    
      But then, a kink suddenly appeared in our plans. We found the transport carrier late at night after much struggle, so I had been sleeping deeply after eating dinner, but a strong gale on the level of a storm came blowing in out of nowhere, knocking me awake. The transport carrier lurched up and down like the curves of a stay-at-home-mom going wild at the cabaret with her shopping bag in hand.
    

    
      
        Clunk.
      
    

    
      Chrisia rushed into my room with an urgent expression. “Count Kyre! We have to go aloft, right now!”
    

    
      I’d never seen her look so alarmed.
    

    
      ‘Dammit!’
    

    
      I’d been having a lovely time flying with Aramis in dreamland, but this natural disaster had shaken me wide awake. I heard that when there was a powerful storm, wyverns usually had to go aloft. It was possible that their heavy weight could cause the ship to capsize, so when the storm was at its most intense, wyverns would have to undertake a dangerous flight.
    

    
      ‘Why’d the wind fucking start messing around at a time like this?’
    

    
      The aftermath of constant flights had my body feeling achy all over. No matter how young and limber I might be, sitting all day on the saddle was torture.
    

    
      “There’s no time. It looks like Kazofune and Sharikna’s winds will collide not far from here. If we are too slow, we will lose our chance to go aloft entirely!”
    

    
      From her tone, it seemed really dangerous.
    

    
      “I-I understand,” I managed, throwing open the cabin door and leaving with Chrisia.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaassh. Swooooooooooooooooosh. Whap, whap, whap.
      
    

    
      ‘Uwahhh! Give me a break!’
    

    
      The situation outside was more severe than I thought. Torrential rain and wind was pouring down so intensely that I could hardly see in front of myself, and the ship was doing acrobatics, as if it had transformed into a rollercoaster ride.
    

    
      “Secure the ropes!”
    

    
      
        WHOOOOOSH!
      
    

    
      “UWAAHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      Just then, a different kind of wind blew in amidst the whipping winds, carrying away one hapless sailor far into the ocean, where he disappeared.
    

    
      ‘My god…’
    

    
      The sea’s terrifying wrath was imminent. I charged toward Bebeto.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      Bebeto’s safety rings had already been released, and he was struggling to maintain balance atop the rocking ship. With a whumpf, I jumped off the ground and quickly got onto Bebeto’s back.
    

    
      “Count Kyre! Just in case, if you lose your way, fly north!” shouted Chrisia using mana. She had been following closely but was forced to grab a railing due to the buffeting winds.
    

    
      “Yes! I understand! Lady Chrisia, you come up quickly too!”
    

    
      This was no situation to be helping anyone else. I might be an upper-circle mage who possessed a huge amount of mana, but in front of nature’s almighty power, I was merely one pitiful human. Moreover, right now, I had to take responsibility for Bebeto’s safety as well. Trusting Chrisia, who knew the ocean better than I did, I yanked Bebeto’s reins.
    

    
      “Bebeto, fly!”
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap. Swooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      ‘Agh!’
    

    
      The moment Bebeto spread his wings as commanded, the staggering wind struck Bebeto’s wings like the gale beating the masts of the ship. If Bebeto’s muscular strength had been even a little lacking, he would have been sent rolling backwards across the deck.
    

    
      
        Flaaap, flaaap, flaaaaap.
      
    

    
      But Bebeto was no scrawny shrimp. He was a young wyvern who’d been perfectly cheery the next day even after being faithful to his racial instincts with all sorts of females all night long. He overcame the gusts with his outrageous strength and lifted into the air.
    

    
      
        Whooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      ‘Uwaaaaaaahhh!’
    

    
      The moment we flew into the air, Bebeto began flying at an incredible speed, propelled by the powerful wind. The rush of exhilaration was incomparable to any amusement park ride I’d ever experienced in my life. Fear and euphoria surged in me so intensely that a touch more of either would have had me peeing in my pants.
    

    
      The crimson cloak I was wearing over my airplate whipped wildly behind me, stretched to breaking point.
    

    
      ‘Shit, alright then, let’s just see if you die or I live, why don’t we!’
    

    
      In my heart arose a wild desire to fight with the storm. I grasped Bebeto’s reins hard as we flew through the rainy gusts.
    

    
      This damned storm!
    

    
      It might be doing its best to block my way forward, but I wasn’t afraid.
    

    
      I was the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, someone who feared no one other than my mother!
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      “It has been a while.”
    

    
      “Indeed, nice to see you all again.”
    

    
      “Nice to see you again.”
    

    
      The Central Mountain Range in the middle of the continent was not home only to the Temple of the Great God. The Ildorian Magic Tower, one of the three strongest among the continent’s Seven Great Magic Towers, was also situated right in the Central Mountain Range, near the direction of the Pakinch Kingdom. And today, the Ildorian Magic Tower was the site of a truly rare assembly of six mages. All seven tower masters had gathered, besides the Shining Magic Tower that was populated by black mages, for the first time in 100 years.
    

    
      “To think that we gathered here today for the first time in 100 years because of a single person.”
    

    
      “I fear that rumors might spread. How ridiculous it is that the tower masters must gather because of a mere rookie who isn’t even the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal…”
    

    
      The Tower Master of the Gauss Magic Tower, Orbiton, scowled at the lament of the Ildorian Tower Master, Avaion.
    

    
      “Holding back when that impudent rookie dared to rob magic tower assets would invite greater humiliation, would it not.”
    

    
      “Indeed so. Sitting back and forgiving a wretch who declared war on not just one or two magic towers, but all of them, would be an insult to our prestige.”
    

    
      On the continent, they were called the Seven Great Magic Towers and had a ranking, but everyone here was equal. Tower Master Kandaulin hadn’t yet reached the 7th Circle, but the majority of his skills were at a comparable level—there was no need to snub him.
    

    
      “I also heard the temples are dispatching Inquisitioners. We should also jump on the bandwagon to work with the temples and strike Nerman.”
    

    
      Gauss Tower Master Orbiton, the one here harboring the greatest grudge against Nerman, asserted a strong opinion. Up until now, there had never once been a case where the magic towers attacked a territory. No mere lord had ever dared to be impudent to the magic towers, so this was a first. Even kingdoms would scramble to bend over when a magic tower frowned, so what kind of crazy lord would oppose them?
    

    
      However, such a crazy person actually appeared. The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, bent the magic towers’ pride into origami, and now, he’d gone so far as to declare war on them.
    

    
      “That is not possible. Even two armies of the Laviter Empire were defeated, so cooperating with paladins who lack elite troops would be dangerous. Also, an Inquisition has not yet been declared,” stated Ildorian Tower Master Avaion, stroking his white beard.
    

    
      It wasn’t merely that magic towers had never attacked a territory before, but also that mages could not be invested into a risky venture where victory could not be guaranteed. They did have battle mages among them, but most of their members disdained matters requiring physical effort. Using such mages to wage a war was something that defied common sense.
    

    
      “Then are you saying we should stand idle like this?” countered Tower Master Orbiton, sounding frustrated.
    

    
      “I’m sure everyone here has received official requests for cooperation from the Laviter and Bajran Empires anyway. The reason why I asked everyone to meet here today was not to propose that we personally attack Nerman, but to speak frankly about the man who is the Lord of Nerman, Kyre. Also, I also wanted to propose that if Nerman collapses, we should share information about the magic items they possess.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      Everyone went silent at Tower Master Avaion’s words. Each magic tower had indeed received official cooperation requests from the two empires. The mages were not idiots. Moreover, the cutting-edge magic technology appearing one after another in Nerman could inject new knowledge into the continent’s stagnating magic academia. However, no one could be shameless enough to monopolize such a tantalizing prize with everyone watching.
    

    
      “I concur with Tower Master Avaion’s opinion. Let us not act like our instructors, who suffered at the hands of Aidal 100 years ago, and organize a proper alliance this time.”
    

    
      The aquiline-nosed Orsek Tower Master, Berkayan, expressed his acquiescence, as if he had been waiting for his chance to do so. He had already had a discussion with the Ildorian Tower Master before coming here.
    

    
      “Let us do that. Monopolizing everything when everyone knows what is at stake would not be prudent, after all,” agreed the Tower Master of Forseus.
    

    
      “Then there is no reason for us to oppose.”
    

    
      “Of course, we are not opposed either.”
    

    
      Every Tower Master besides the Gauss Tower Master, who was receiving the strong backing of the Laviter Empire, showed their agreement to Tower Master Avaion’s words. Gauss was closely linked to the Laviter Empire, the force with the highest likelihood of taking Nerman down, but there was no way the rest of the magic towers would let the Gauss Tower Master monopolize Nerman.
    

    
      “I received a secret missive from the Emperor of the Bajran Empire yesterday. I cannot reveal everything, but the Bajran Empire is also determined to invade Nerman. Also, there was also a suggestion to formally place our magic tower in the center of that endeavour.”
    

    
      Tower Master Avaion of Ildorian could not read out the missive, but he said enough that everyone could read in between the lines. He was the oldest person here, and his skill and craftiness when dealing with people had only increased with age.
    

    
      “I-I understand. I also have no complaints regarding that issue.”
    

    
      Tower Master Orbiton had no choice but to consent. Around half of the mages that were captured as prisoners in Nerman and still hadn’t been returned were mages from Gauss. He feared the resentment of the other mages too much to fold his hands behind his back without rescuing the imprisoned mages. The mages under a magic tower gathered information and produced goods for the tower, and protecting them was one of the important jobs of a magic tower.
    

    
      “Thank you, Tower Master Orbiton.”
    

    
      The Tower Masters had been gathered here by the mention of Kyre, but the true purpose of today was to secure the sharing of Nerman’s magic knowledge. Mages were greedier than anyone when it came to magic, so if they were not forced in such a manner, they would never agree to share.
    

    
      “As you all know, when Tower Masters decide on something, it cannot be changed. If another magic tower tries to secretly monopolize the magic information, the others will not stand by.”
    

    
      Avaion reiterated their agreement—that was just how important this matter was. According to what they had deduced, magic knowledge of the Ancient Magic Era was used in some of the magic weapons made by the Lord of Nerman. In order for the mages here to crack the wall of the 7th Circle and ascend to the 8th, a stage that no one other than the Golden-Eyed Aidal had achieved, Ancient Magic Era knowledge was a necessity.
    

    
      “Then let us continue the meeting in greater detail. I’d like to gather your opinions on whether we should dispatch mages to whichever empire requests aid first, or whether we should divide mages equally between the two.”
    

    
      After settling the most important matter, the mages put their heads together.
    

    
      None of them doubted their eventual victory in the least. With forces that could nearly be called the entirety of the continent’s power after Nerman’s throat, unless the Lord of Nerman was a dragon, he would undoubtedly be crushed.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Dammit, I should just hurry up and ascend to the 9th Circle and become a dragon or something.”
    

    
      I didn’t remember how we managed to fly out of there. That damned storm was so strong that it was impossible to evade, no matter how high up we flew. All I could do was to trust Bebeto and hold on for dear life to the reins. Until I became a 9th Circle mage, an existence said to be able to freely control the very mana of nature itself, I was merely a powerless human subject to the forces of nature.
    

    
      “But is this even Haildrian?”
    

    
      After slogging through the gusts, I simply did my best to guide Bebeto to what I thought was the north. Even Bebeto and his cutting-edge navigation system couldn’t go to a place he didn’t know. We flew for quite a while, desperately hoping that we weren’t heading into the ocean. Bebeto was exhausted, and I was about to be exhausted as well when we spotted blessed land and simply landed. And then, not long after we landed on the beach, the wind that had been blowing like crazy finally abated. The sudden stillness made me think that everything had simply been a joke played by God to mess with me. After a short rest, Bebeto and I tried to figure out the identity of the land before our eyes.
    

    
      “Seeing as the spring buds haven’t come out in full force yet, it does seem to be Haildrian…”
    

    
      Haildrian was said to have six months of winter a year. Kallian was already in the season of Romero, the Overseer of Fate, but this place was still in the trappings of winter.
    

    
      “Chrisia is probably fine, right?”
    

    
      Now that I had a moment to breathe, I began to worry about Chrisia’s safety. She had undertaken this flight at the risk of her life because of me. Anyone who didn’t worry would be a real bastard.
    

    
      “Let’s find something to eat first.”
    

    
      Unlike the Kallian continent, the season here was lingering between winter and early spring. I jumped onto Bebeto, who had rested a bit to catch his breath. In any case, it seemed like we had indeed reached Haildrian. I wanted to fill my stomach first, then go meet the tsarina who ruled this continent and ask her why the fuck she made me go through all this hardship.
    

    
      “Let’s go!”
    

    
      
        Guoooooo!
      
    

    
      The robust Bebeto flapped his wings at my command and kicked off the ground. 
    

    
      Neither Bebeto nor I knew a single thing about Haildrian. We simply had to experience it and learn on the go.
    

    
      Youth.
    

    
      It was because we were both in that period in our lives when we could earn the important knowledge that would sustain one for a lifetime, a time when the fierce energy of youth burned brightest… 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Wow!’
    

    
      Before me stretched the legendary Ice Empire, Haildrian. The continent was also called Haildrian, after the empire’s name. The landscape of this completely different continent was a feast for the eyes. Even though spring had come, the somewhat high peaks were still topped with snow, and the land was only ornamented by grasses with strong vitality that were only beginning to poke out.
    

    
      
        Thud thud thud thud thud thud thud.
      
    

    
      Running around atop those grasslands were herds of beasts with white hides. The deer looked similar to Rudolph, the head of Santa’s drunk-driving team. They were startled by the sight of Bebeto passing by and heedlessly charged straight forward.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. The food issue is resolved.’
    

    
      It was obvious that they were normal, red-blooded animals and not demon beasts. Having secured the issue of food, the most important one for our survival, I felt relieved.
    

    
      ‘But damn, there’s not a single person in this neighborhood.’
    

    
      I didn’t know where we landed, but it was still a shore on the ocean. However, I couldn’t see a single person. We had already flown for two hours. I had expected to see human life after covering so much distance, but the lonely land angered me. I had a mountain of things to do and had no time to be wasting my time here.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooo!
      
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      After flying like that for who knew how long, Bebeto suddenly bellowed out. He had a keen sense of smell and eyesight that humans couldn’t compare to.
    

    
      
        SQUEAAL! Booooom!
      
    

    
      ‘This sound is—!’ When I focused mana on my ears, I picked up the sounds of battle. ‘Eyy!’
    

    
      I’d never been so happy to hear the clamor of battle.
    

    
      “Giddy up, Bebeto!” I ordered, as if Bebeto were a horse.
    

    
      
        Guoooooo!
      
    

    
      Dearest Bebeto really did race excitedly through the sky like a horse at my orders.
    

    
      
        Swooooooosh.
      
    

    
      The still-cold wind of Haildrian gusted onto my helmet with quite the force.
      

    

    
      “Maintain defensive formation!”
    

    
      “Protect the carriage!”
    

    
      A battle was ensuing on a path still covered by snow at the foot of a mountain. Around twenty mounted knights wearing plate mail were protecting a golden carriage drawn by four white horses.
    

    
      
        Schwiiip. BOOM!
      
    

    
      “Agghhh!”
    

    
      Enormous boulders were flying towards those knights. They were capable of using mana, but when they were struck by the overwhelming physical force of the boulders, the knights were tossed from their horses along with their shields.
    

    
      “Clear the path!” shouted the knight at the front with mana.
    

    
      
        SQUEAAAAL! Krrrrrrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      However, that was easier said than done. Dozens of ice trolls with fur the color of white snow hurled stones from a safe distance, dealing a fierce onslaught on the knights.
    

    
      ‘What an utter disaster!’ thought a knight named Shulvate. He was charged with the protection of his lord’s daughter, who was riding the carriage the household’s knight order was leading. His expression crumpled under his helmet.
    

    
      Because his lord’s daughter was unable to ride a wyvern, they were using a carriage to go to the capital. The count household had assigned three Skyknights to the entourage, but they had to engage in a fight with a sudden flock of wild wyverns, and the knight order had fled the scene by driving the horses hard. However, that was not the end of their misfortune. Ice trolls with hides twice as sturdy as regular trolls, as well as twice their strength, suddenly appeared from the bend of the mountain, as if anticipating their arrival, and ambushed them.
    

    
      ‘How come Skyknights aren’t coming?!’
    

    
      Around ten wild wyverns had appeared, but the house’s Skyknights had received proper combat education and were more than capable of prevailing over such wild beasts.
    

    
      
        Ruuuumble. Craaaash!
      
    

    
      ‘Dammit!’
    

    
      There was no place to run. The remarkably intelligent ice trolls threw a boulder down on the path that the carriage could traverse, blocking their escape.
    

    
      “Squad 1 will defend the carriage, and Squad 2 will all dismount and attack the trolls!”
    

    
      With a thud, Shulvate jumped down from his horse.
    

    
      
        Schwiiip. BOOM. Neeeeeeighh!
      
    

    
      The moment he dismounted, a stone the size of a human head came flying and crushed the ribs of his favorite horse.
    

    
      ‘These bastards!’
    

    
      Rage had filled him from head to toe. He circulated mana in his feet as he climbed the inclined ridge.
    

    
      “Gooooo!”
    

    
      Ten knights followed him, screaming as they flung themselves onto the steep ridge.
    

    
      
        Schwiip. Boom.
      
    

    
      The ice trolls met their advance with boulders, as if they had calculated this all along.
    

    
      “Kuaagh!”
    

    
      The terrain was disadvantageous for them. The ice trolls were situated atop a steep ridge around 30 meters high. The knights were using mana to clamber up the ridge, but they fell one after another to the stones pouring down on their heads.
    

    
      ‘Sly bastards!’
    

    
      Shulvate had long been enraged. Normally, such monsters would have been slaughtered by the knight order, but they were craftily using the terrain to their advantage.
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      When he had come about 20 meters up the ridge, just a few steps away from the trolls, he met eyes with the troll about to throw a boulder towards him. Shulvate had to dodge, but he felt his foot slip at exactly that moment. Even though he wasn’t a Blade Master, he was still a knight renowned across Haildrian. It would be an utter disgrace if he were to be hit by an ice troll’s boulder. Despite the moment of danger, he instinctively raised his mana-filled shield to protect himself. Even if he were disgraced, he could not die.
    

    
      
        Bam! Spluuurt.
      
    

    
      ‘...?’
    

    
      He was expecting the impact of a boulder on his shield, but what he felt was the splattering of flesh chunks. Shulvate raised his head.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      An exclamation of shock burst out of him. The head of the ice troll about to attack him had exploded into pieces, and the Blessed Spear that had achieved such a feat was quivering in the ground nearby.
    

    
      
        Kugaaaa! Kiguuuuu! Bam! Ba-bam.
      
    

    
      Alarmed by the unexpected attack, the ice trolls were skewered by the spears falling from the sky.
    

    
      ‘So they’ve finally arrived.’
    

    
      Shulvate felt relief surge through him when he saw Blessed Spears.
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      However, when he looked up, expecting to see his house’s Skyknights, he went stiff with shock.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      The wyvern bellowing so loudly it seemed to shake the earth… was not a wyvern of the count household.
    

    
      It was a hybrid wyvern with golden stripes on black, a wyvern he had never seen before in Haildrian. It was busily skewering the fleeing ice trolls with its sharp claws.
    

    
      And then, Shulvate saw him.
    

    
      Atop the hybrid wyvern, stood a crimson-cloaked man with a spear in his hands. The sun breaking over his head was as radiant as a halo.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap.
      
    

    
      Ice trolls, a rare sight on the Kallian Continent, were attacking a group of knights, so I took some time out of my busy schedule to punish them a bit. Ice trolls might be peerless among monsters, but in front of me, they were no different from newborn pups.
    

    
      ‘Since I’ve saved you from danger, you should come running over with thanks, jeez. Why’re you staring at me like that.’
    

    
      The twenty knights were definitely knights of the Haildrian Empire. After they collected the spears I’d hurled at the ice trolls, they stared blankly at me once Bebeto landed next to them.
    

    
      “How do you do? Hahaha.”
    

    
      I wasn’t one to be intimidated in front of knights I’d never met before. I removed my helmet and greeted them with a bright smile.
    

    
      “Gasp!”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      Instead of greeting me back, the knights exclaimed in surprise, looking as if they had seen a ghost or something.
    

    
      “I am the Lord of Nerman, Count Kyre. I need to find the capital; can someone tell me how I can reach it?” I asked from atop Bebeto. I didn’t have time to play around with these guys, so I went straight to the matter at hand.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      However, the knights simply stared in silence, tongue-tied.
    

    
      ‘Are they trying to test someone’s patience here?’
    

    
      If this were the Kallian Continent, Nerman might not be a household name, but there shouldn’t be any nobles or knights who didn’t know it. However, it seemed rumors of me hadn’t spread to Haildrian, because the knights showed little reaction at my name. They simply stared blankly at my black hair.
    

    
      “I will tell you.”
    

    
      ‘Wowie!’
    

    
      It was the clear, sweet voice of a lady, something I hadn’t dared hope for here. The door to the carriage opened, and a woman with something that looked like a white fox scarf around her neck descended.
    

    
      ‘So it was true that all the women of the Haildrian Continent are beauties.’
    

    
      Ryker had praised Haildrian women so enthusiastically that his spit had gone flying in excitement. Ryker had said that above all else, the skin of Haildrian women was art. And the woman before my eyes now verified Ryker’s claims. 
    

    
      She had skin so white and clear it seemed as if the sun had never once touched it. She was wearing an elegant blue dress, and her blue hair was tied neatly to the right with a golden hairpin. About 170 cm tall, she had a refreshing countenance. The woman, with interest bright in her eyes, was smiling at me.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Please, there is no need for thanks. A request of this level is nothing when you have saved us from danger.”
    

    
      ‘Not only is she smart, but she’s also assertive.’
    

    
      It was said that a person’s eyes were the windows to their soul. You could tell their emotions, wisdom, knowledge, and even their current situation. The curious eyes of the woman in front of me were full of intelligence. Even though the knights were frozen in shock, she was still the picture of composure.
    

    
      “I’d like to formally introduce myself first. I am Elmion of House Asmahil.”
    

    
      “I am the Lord of Nerman, Count Kyre de Nerman.”
    

    
      I bowed to show my respect to Elmion, who had greeted me with an elegant curtsey, her hand on the hem of her dress.
    

    
      “By Lord of Nerman… could you possibly be referring to Nerman of the Bajran Empire?”
    

    
      “Yes, that is correct.”
    

    
      “Ah… I see.”
    

    
      ‘Ara, she knows about Nerman?’
    

    
      Very little was known about Haildrian on the Kallian Continent, but Elmion even knew about the Nerman of the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      “You have traveled a long way,” she said, giving me a refreshing smile that dashed away my fatigue.
    

    
      “Haha, the journey was harder than expected. If not for the summons of Her Majesty the Tsarina, this is a place I would like to never visit again.”
    

    
      “T-The summons of Her Majesty the Tsarina?”
    

    
      “Yes. Her Majesty suddenly called for me, so I hastily flew over the ocean with the help of the Kesmire Kingdom. But on our way here, we encountered a storm, so I became all alone like this.”
    

    
      “You have truly suffered.”
    

    
      Elmion, who had two beautiful rows of white, sparkling teeth, seemed to be expressing sincere concern.
    

    
      “What suffering, such things can happen in life. Hahaha.”
    

    
      ‘Kang Hyuk, what the hell do you think you’re doing right now.’
    

    
      There was another voice inside me, asking whether I was ashamed of myself for laughing good-naturedly in front of a pretty lady when I was busy as hell.
    

    
      “You must be a person living with a good heart, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      The knights were watching, but the mood was starting to feel like a date with no regard whatsoever for their prying eyes.
    

    
      
        Guooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto uttered a cry full of warning towards the sky.
    

    
      “It appears that the Skyknights are finally here.”
    

    
      Three wyverns were approaching from afar. They seemed to be the wyverns traveling with these people.
    

    
      “It seems that the danger has passed, so I should get going now.”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      “If you could please tell me how to get to the capital…”
    

    
      “If you fly to the left of Mt. Truman over there, a castle will appear. If you ask there, they should give you further directions,” said a person who looked like the leader of the knights.
    

    
      ‘But what’s wrong with them? Why’re they looking at me like I’m an alien?’
    

    
      The knights were still unable to relax their guard. They were stealing glances at my hair and eyes, and when our eyes met, they were quick to turn away.
    

    
      “Thank you. Then until next time, Miss Elmion.”
    

    
      “It was a pleasure to meet you, Count Kyre.”
    

    
      Our meeting was brief, but Elmion gave me a good feeling. I left her with a gentle smile and got onto Bebeto.
    

    
      Guoooooo! Flap flap, flap flap flap.
    

    
      As soon as I got on, Bebeto flapped his wings and jumped into the air. He flew into the right direction on his own, as if he had understood the knight leader’s words.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “It is unknown if he can be trusted,” said Shulvate carefully to Elmion.
    

    
      He was thankful that the man had saved their lives, but he was a noble from the Kallian Continent, a land Haildrian hadn’t had much contact with. Most notably, the man possessed black hair, a taboo in Haildrian.
    

    
      It wasn’t well-known in the Kallian Continent, but around 200 years ago, the Haildrian Empire had faced a great crisis. A black mage of the 8th Circle had appeared on their lands. Not only could he use magic, but he was also a Grand Blade Master in swordsmanship. He alone brought the peaceful Haildrian Empire to the brink of annihilation. The continent was able to repel him through the sacrificial mindsets of mages secretly invited to assist and imperial knights who fought back without fearing death, but Haildrian had suffered a tremendous amount of damage. The man hadn’t fought alone—he had revived dead knights or soldiers with black magic and turned them into his own men.
    

    
      And that black mage had possessed black hair. Because of that, black hair became the symbol of destruction and a taboo in Haildrian.
    

    
      “The look in his eyes was different. Unlike the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas, that person just now has pure black eyes. The black mage might have indeed escaped to the Kallian Continent, but that was already 200 years ago.”
    

    
      “Even so…”
    

    
      Despite assenting to Elmion’s words, Shulvate could not regain his composure. A staggering number of over three million had lost their lives to a single black magic swordsman, and all within the span of less than one year.
    

    
      As such, a fear that could never be forgotten was engraved in Haildrian’s bones. Shulvate looked at Kyre, who had become a dot in the sky, praying that he was someone with no relation to the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, like Elmion said.
    

    
      “We should depart as well.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The knights came back to attention at Elmion’s words.
    

    
      “Assume formation!”
    

    
      Once Elmion got into the carriage, the knights of House Asmahil slowly moved the carriage around the boulders the ice trolls had hurled. 
    

    
      Everyone’s thoughts were concentrated on the person they had just met.
    

    
      He was the first Kallian Continent noble Haildrian had seen in a while. They were all curious as to why the Tsarina had summoned him… 
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 149: Meeting Tiavel Again
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Uurghhh…”
    

    
      “Aaghhh…”
    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      Red vapor the color of blood and the agonized screams of humans were pervading the inside of an underground building.
    

    
      
        Whirr, whirr.
      
    

    
      In the middle of the exquisitely and sturdily constructed underground building was a large magic array exuding a great deal of yin-attribute mana.
    

    
      “S-Save me! I beg you, save meee!!!!”
    

    
      In the center of the magic array laid a single stone bed dyed by the blood of countless victims. Atop that bed a man who appeared to be in his mid-thirties was struggling desperately, mana bracelets on his wrists.
    

    
      The sound of footsteps could be heard approaching the magic array, which was giving off a gloomy light in the unlit room. The struggling man frantically raised his head and looked at the person approaching. 
    

    
      “Save me! I am the chief knight of the Empire’s northern 5th Army, Karmanx! Please let me gooo!!!”
    

    
      For some unknown reason, Karmanx had been sleeping in his bedroom when he was dragged here. He was a successful knight with a fairly promising future in the Laviter Empire, but right now, he was frozen in fear. Karmanx strained his neck to look up, but the man’s face was obscured by a black robe.
    

    
      “Huhuhu…”
    

    
      The robed man silenced Karmanx’ shout with a cold laugh.
    

    
      “W-Who is it! Who do you think you are, to persecute a knight of the empire in such a manner?! If the empire finds out about this, you and your family will all be ripped to pieces!”
    

    
      Having realized from the robed man’s dark laugh that he wasn’t here to rescue him, the knight Karmanx threatened the man with the empire’s name.
    

    
      “You’re a noisy one.”
    

    
      The robed man’s voice was quiet and lacked emotion.
    

    
      “Why… why are you holding me captive?! Do you have a grudge against me or something?!”
    

    
      Feeling the man’s invisible bloodthirst, Karmanx resolved himself for death and asked why he was there. Even if he died, he wanted to know why, why someone had kidnapped and wanted to kill a knight of the empire.
    

    
      “I need your mana.”
    

    
      “What?!” screamed Karmanx, shocked.
    

    
      “I need your hot mana… My loyal knight.”
    

    
      “W-What nonsense are you spouting?! Why would I be your knight!”
    

    
      Karmanx desperately scanned his opponent.
    

    
      As he did so, the man slowly lowered the hood concealing his face.
    

    
      “!!!”
    

    
      Upon seeing the exposed face, Karmanx’s eyes widened the furthest they’d ever been in his life.
    

    
      “You will be reborn. Your mana will receive love in my heart for all of eternity, and your flesh will be reborn anew as a knight of death that does not die. Karveshavedian… lohindaimahu…”
    

    
      “W-Why are you… why… gugh!”
    

    
      Unable to swear at the person who was about to kill him, the knight Karmanx was polite to the very end, his eyes filled with despair. The magic array activated with the man’s mysterious chant, causing an enormous amount of pressure to assault Karmanx’s body.
    

    
      
        Clank, clank. Bam bam bam.
      
    

    
      Hundreds of stakes suddenly protruded from the stone bed, plunging themselves mercilessly into Karmanx’s prone body.
    

    
      
        Driiip, driiiiiip.
      
    

    
      As the body, which had been flattened by pressure, was pierced by stakes, blood quickly flowed down the stakes onto the magic array.
    

    
      
        Siiiizzzzzlllllee.
      
    

    
      As Karmanx’ blood touched the magic array, it transformed into red fog.
    

    
      “Huhuhu. Come. Hurry and come to me.”
    

    
      The man stared at the fog made of blood with a look of rapture. Shockingly, the fog of blood hanging over the magic array was sucked into the man’s nose.
    

    
      “Kukukuku…”
    

    
      As the man laughed in delight while inhaling the fog, his eyes slowly began to turn red. 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘So this is Haildrian!’
    

    
      When I thought of Haildrian, I thought of a remote backcountry. Unlike my home continent, Kallian, this remote empire located in the northern continent was in the grips of winter for half the year, so expecting something on the level of Alaska or Norway was only natural for my common sense.
    

    
      However, it was different from what I had imagined.
    

    
      ‘It’s incomparable to Nerman.’
    

    
      After flying like the knight had instructed, a castle appeared. Though old, it was a neatly-maintained, enormous castle. When Bebeto and I drew near, around ten white wyverns appeared. After surrounding me, I ended up meeting the castle’s owner, who was surprised when I told him I had come on the summons of the Tsarina. He sent me on my way with wyverns to keep guard. Of course, I was sure he had used a magic communication line to confirm my identity beforehand.
    

    
      ‘Looks like they’re going to give me a proper welcome.’
    

    
      We hadn’t yet reached the Imperial Palace, but when we reached the vicinity of the capital, around 20 wyverns appeared in the sky, bearing Imperial Skyknights wearing fluttering white cloaks that most likely symbolized the Haildrian Imperial Palace. They fell into position around me and Bebeto, forming a defensive formation. I couldn’t tell whether they were here to welcome me or to keep an eye on me, but in any case, it wasn’t unpleasant. I didn’t expect to be escorted in such grandeur in Haildrian.
    

    
      ‘The buildings don’t look much different.’
    

    
      Because this was a cold region, the bricks were thick and the houses were low, but otherwise, the architectural designs weren’t much different from Kallian.
    

    
      ‘That must be the Imperial Palace.’
    

    
      After flying wordlessly for a while under the escort of the Haildrian Imperial Skyknights, a massive walled city standing out clearly in the plains appeared. 
    

    
      ‘Wow!’
    

    
      As we came closer, I couldn’t help but exclaim. The scale of the castle was no inferior to that of the Bajran Imperial Palace. Thousands of buildings lay within the protection of the endless castle walls. In the middle of the high and low buildings, there appeared what seemed to be the inner castle, possessing walls easily 10 meters higher than the outer walls.
    

    
      That was the residence of the Tsarina of Haildrian. The Skyknights guiding the way from the side directed me to the direction of the inner castle.
    

    
      ‘There are people, horses, and buildings too. Yep, this is a place habited by humans as well.’
    

    
      It was separated from our continent, so Haildrian came to be treated like a myth. Yet upon seeing it with my own eyes, I realized it wasn’t much different from Nerman. Even though Haildrian had apparently lacked proper contact with Kallian for hundreds of years, the civilization was similar. They might not have officially opened their doors to outsiders, but it was clear that culture from the Kallian Continent was influencing them.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      Maybe because I had received the invitation of the Tsarina ruling Haildrian, but I was given a free pass right into the inner castle. As we flew, a certain scene entered my eyes.
    

    
      ‘W-Whoaah! What’s that?!’
    

    
      It was definitely still a cold time of the year, somewhere between winter and spring. But not here. The inner castle occupied an enormous stretch of land, and on it, flowers were blooming, fruits hung on the trees, and everyone coming and going was dressed lightly.
    

    
      ‘Magic!’
    

    
      It was magic. When I looked closer, I could see a faint mana barrier, like the one that I felt whenever I went to the Elven Village. It seemed they were controlling the weather with temperature control magic.
    

    
      ‘They’ve got magic crystals rotting away, I see.’
    

    
      I was speechless. This show of utter wealth had me, someone who crawled all this way out of desperate need to beg for magic crystals, completely browbeaten. Casting temperature control magic over the entirety of such a huge space went past magical ability—it meant that an enormous quantity of magic crystals was being consumed. The Bajran Empire had a flower garden year-round as well, but this was on a completely different level, like the difference between a neighborhood kiosk and a megamall. I stared at the Haildrian inner castle with envy as we moved to a place that looked like the Imperial Covert.
    

    
      ‘Even if they gave me only half of what it takes to power this place, Nerman wouldn’t have to fret about magic crystals for my entire life.’
    

    
      The price for meddling with nature with human strength was the consumption of a metric ton of magic crystals, and that was all money.
    

    
      
        Flap flap, flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      The Imperial Skyknights in the front landed first, and Bebeto landed behind them.
    

    
      ‘So this is the covert for the exclusive use of imperial royalty.’
    

    
      I was dumbfounded. Bajran’s Imperial Covert was also made out of marble-like stones that cost a fortune, but this took it to another level. Every door of the wyvern hangars was gilded in gold, and I could feel mana from the inside of the hangars. It was obvious that they had used magic crystals and magic to create an optimal environment that even a noble would be hard-pressed to find a complaint.
    

    
      ‘Aw fuck, this guy’s gonna get spoiled.’
    

    
      If the smart Bebeto took a shine to this kingly treatment, it would be a pain in the ass.
    

    
      
        Clank clank clank clank.
      
    

    
      Once Bebeto landed, a regiment of a hundred knights suddenly appeared, wearing the white cloaks of the Haildrian imperial family. They had been lined up in rows of ten, waiting for me.
    

    
      ‘Is this a welcoming ceremony, or an arrest?’
    

    
      The faces of the Imperial Knights betrayed no emotion. Around ten wyverns continued to circle around my head as if unable to trust me, and I felt the sharp mana of alert knights all over the covert. It felt like a small-time school bully visiting the headquarters of a real gangster. On the outside, I was emanating an aura of composure, but on the inside, I couldn’t help but be tense. I still didn’t know the exact reason why the Tsarina had summoned me.
    

    
      “Welcome, Count Kyre.”
    

    
      When I jumped off Bebeto’s back, an Imperial Knight who looked to be in his early 30s greeted me, precisely calling out my name.
    

    
      “The Imperial Palace is a delight for the eyes,” I said, unable to think of anything else to say.
    

    
      “Please follow us,” said the Imperial Knight stiffly.
    

    
      “Let’s do that then.”
    

    
      I replied to him confidently, taking my helmet off and hanging it on Bebeto.
    

    
      
        Zing.
      
    

    
      In that instant, I felt gazes with mixed emotions from all around me.
    

    
      ‘Something’s going on.’
    

    
      That something had to do with my appearance, not me. I could sense that the Imperial Knights who had surely received a proper education were filled with fear or apprehension as they looked at me.
    

    
      ‘There are mages here too.’
    

    
      Thanks to my two-tone swirl mana, my sensitivity to mana had increased. From the mana I was picking up around me, I could also sense the presence of mages.
    

    
      ‘Isn’t this overdoing it a bit?’
    

    
      This level of attention wasn’t cordial, but all too generous. I’d made my name in Nerman, but I’d never spread my notoriety in Haildrian. Moreover, I came here because the Tsarina wanted to see me, not because I wanted to start something here. However, the energy I could feel in the air was clearly telling me that I was being treated as a very dangerous person.
    

    
      ‘Eh, whatever. Whether you wanna boil me or steam me, have it your way.’
    

    
      I was no All Might or anything; I had no confidence that I could win without Bebeto in a fight against the Haildrian Imperial Family. I simply relaxed and leisurely followed the knights.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu.’
    

    
      As soon as we went from the covert into the inner castle proper, my eyes were graced with the sight of beautiful palace maids.
    

    
      That was the best kind of flower garden one could have.
      

    

    
      “Many thanks for coming to Our birthday celebration.”
    

    
      The Grand Ballroom of the Bajran Imperial Palace.
    

    
      Here, the magnificent birthday party of the newly crowned Emperor Poltviran was taking place. Most of the gifts piled up high around Poltviran’s vicinity were rare, valuable treasures, ranging from an item engraved with high level magic, a sword encrusted with a gem the size of a duck egg, precious demon beast hides, and various jewels and ornaments. Knowing the Emperor’s temperamental and petty nature, each kingdom had paid particular attention to the selection of the gifts, which had grown even greater in scale with the bribes of the nobles.
    

    
      After concluding the celebration ceremony, Poltviran stood from his seat on the stage with an arrogant smile. Normally, on such an occasion, even an emperor would not be excessively pretentious in their speech, in consideration for the face of ambassadors and royalty from various countries who had come for their birthday. Every emperor in all of history had spoken with a certain level of respect, but Poltviran was different. He spoke with an air of utter superiority, as if everyone before him were slaves or commoners.
    

    
      “On such a happy occasion like today, We shall grace you with one command,” started Poltviran without preamble.
    

    
      Rustling filled the hall as all of the ambassadors and nobles lowered their heads.
    

    
      “I am sure you have already heard, but the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, has raised the flag of treason against us and the Empire. Not only did he dare to wheedle Our younger siblings, the Prince and Princess, into inciting disorder, but he also defied imperial mandates multiple times. Even with our merciful heart, his misdeeds have gone past the limits of tolerance, so we were forced to make a decision.”
    

    
      The Emperor’s words didn’t suit a birthday party in the least—he was bringing up Nerman in a place of celebratory and enjoyable food and drink. All those gathered in the hall were able to confirm once again that Emperor Poltviran did not live by a standard common sense.
    

    
      “Ambassadors of the Kuvilan, Kerpe, and Andain Kingdoms, as well as the Gaetz Principality, receive Our command.”  
    

    
      The ambassadors of the named kingdoms stiffened. Unlike the Gaetz Principality, which was subordinate to Bajran, the kingdoms were allies with the empire. However, the Emperor was currently telling them to receive a command, as if they were imperial nobles. The ambassadors hesitated for a moment.
    

    
      “I humbly await thy imperial mandate.”
    

    
      “I await thy command.”
    

    
      They unanimously lowered their heads in acquiescence. They did so because it was possible their kingdoms could collapse the next day if they pointlessly offended that vicious emperor.
    

    
      “For the last several decades, your kingdoms have lived safely with your royal authority intact through the kindness of Our Empire. The time to repay that kindness has come. Not by offering shoddy items like this, but by becoming the Empire’s soldiers as Bajran’s advance force! That is what We want from your kingdoms. We want you to stand at the vanguard in the Nerman subjugation war.”
    

    
      
        Thuuud.
      
    

    
      In the quiet ballroom, you could almost hear the sound of the ambassadors’ hearts dropping. What the Emperor had just said meant that the independent military rights of the kingdoms were to be forfeited to the empire. If they refused him, it would be equivalent to defying the order of the Emperor of Bajran.
    

    
      The faces of the ambassadors paled. One wrong word, and their countries would become enemies with the empire and have to war with them, but if they acquiesced, then they would become no different from a principality subordinate to the empire.
    

    
      “One fortnight from now. I hope you will give us a definite answer by then. We’re sure you are all well aware that we are not very merciful. Kukuku.”
    

    
      Poltviran exuded an aura of arrogance that “violent” could not begin to describe. The ballroom instantly descended into chilly silence. After the end of their territorial wars, the kingdoms and Bajran had been peaceful for hundreds of years, but a few words from this crazy emperor pushed them onto thin ice. No matter how cutthroat the world might be, this was still absurd.
    

    
      The Emperor of Bajran had given a command without good justification. Now, only the decision of the kingdoms was left. 
    

    
      Whether they submitted or struggled, it would be a bitter decision for survival.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Crunch munch.
      
    

    
      ‘Ohh! Tastes frickin’ amazing.’
    

    
      After arriving in the inner castle with the knights, I was led into some building while under the piercing gazes of the maids. It was a nice-looking stone palace with three stories, clearly a building used to house guests. I was allotted a room around three times the size of my office back at home, and was served a feast on a table that could seat 10 in the adjoining room.
    

    
      ‘It’s not even beef, so how can it be this tender?’
    

    
      The thick steak on the big mithril plate in front of me wasn’t beef, but had a tender mouthfeel and a delicious sauce with a honey fragrance that invited me to eagerly dig in.
    

    
      
        Gulp, gulp.
      
    

    
      “Kyaa!”
    

    
      I interspersed bites of the meat with a glass of fragrant wine. It wasn’t a dry red, but like a sweet seasonal ice wine. The refreshing flavor washed out the oiliness in my mouth and stimulated my appetite anew.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, since I came all this way, you’ve got to do at least this much.’
    

    
      I hadn’t been able to meet the Tsarina yet, but I was satisfied with their treatment. The bed next door was big enough to fit five men, and its soft, white sheets were tempting me to come sleep on it right away. The high-class landscape paintings hanging in the bedroom and dining room gave off a luxurious atmosphere, giving me a sense of mental satisfaction.
    

    
      ‘It’s even better than the Bajran Imperial Palace.’
    

    
      I had the chance to use the facilities of Bajran’s Imperial Palace as well, thanks to the former Princess of Bajran, Igis. If Bajran’s Imperial Palace was a five-star hotel, this place was a hotel among hotels that could easily be given seven stars.
    

    
      ‘What happened to Chrisia? She didn’t arrive yet?’
    

    
      While eating, I worried about Chrisia’s wellbeing. If she had arrived at the Imperial Palace earlier than I did, she would have definitely come looking for me. However, the sun was going down and there was still no news, and I couldn’t go out freely because of the Imperial Knights I could feel standing watch outside my door.
    

    
      ‘There’s no way she died, right?’
    

    
      We were, in a way, friends, so I was pretty worried about her.
    

    
      
        Knock knock.
      
    

    
      “Who is it?”
    

    
      After serving the meal, the maids had disappeared out the side door of the dining room. I heard knocks coming from outside, but seeing as no one came in, it didn’t seem like the knocker was from the adjoining kitchen.
    

    
      ‘Who is it?’
    

    
      It wasn’t my house, but this was a space I was occupying. I wiped my mouth with the white fabric napkin and moved to the bedroom to meet whoever was visiting me. 
    

    
      “May I ask who you are?” I asked once more.
    

    
      ‘What’s going on this time?’ I thought as no reply came to my second query.
    

    
      
        Clunk.
      
    

    
      Irritated, I roughly grasped the handle and swung open the door. “You should say who—ah!”
    

    
      I was about to file a complaint, but then I suddenly saw who it was.
    

    
      ‘T-Tiavel!’
    

    
      The beautiful woman with snow-white hair and slightly slanted eyes standing right in front of my room after knocking was Tiavel. The next tsarina who would lead the Haildrian Empire was wearing a lavish red dress that contrasted starkly with her white hair.
    

    
      “Impudence! Show the Princess your due respect!”
    

    
      Despite the fact that I was a noble and had received an invitation to come here, the Imperial Knights went red with anger as they reprimanded me, apparently dissatisfied by the way I was spacing out in front of the princess who was next in line for the throne.
    

    
      “Haha. We meet again.”
    

    
      “Gasp!”
    

    
      “Y-Youuu!!”
    

    
      I wasn’t one to bow and scrape. Tiavel hadn’t formally revealed her name and position to me. There was no need for me to scramble to bow and wag my tail like Fido. However, that made the knights as red-hot as lava, so furious they might request a duel at any moment.
    

    
      “It has… been a while.”
    

    
      ‘Hm? What happened to you, Lil’ Miss Haughty?’
    

    
      In Nerman, Tiavel had exuded an unapproachable haughtiness. She had seemed like a woman made entirely of ice, one who wouldn’t bleed a single drop if pierced with a needle, but here, in the Haildrian Empire, she was blushing at my greeting.
    

    
      ‘Uuu…’
    

    
      She was pretty damn cute. Her white hair, white lashes, and cold blue eyes the color of an icy lake was a feast for the eyes.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The expressions of the knights changed as well. The knights stared at Tiavel and me in utter shock, as if they’d never heard such words from Tiavel before.
    

    
      ‘You poor sods, it’s impossible for you guys even if you were to live two lives.’
    

    
      To be honest, when I first met Tiavel, she looked so emotionless that I even wondered whether she had ever smiled in her life. Haughtiness and dignity was wrapped tightly around her like an impenetrable aura. If not for my stupid joke about the hunter, Tiavel’s laugh back then and her appearance now wouldn’t have been possible. And judging from the knights’ reactions, I could tell that Tiavel had never shown such shyness with anyone other than me before.
    

    
      Somehow, a feeling of pride came nudging into my heart. It was a kind of happiness only a man would understand.
    

    
      “Please come inside.”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      At my invitation, Tiavel entered the room with a nod. Behind her, nearly Master-level Imperial Knights moved to follow her inside.
    

    
      “Sir knights, please wait outside,” I said. I wasn’t one to usher them in.
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      Their expressions became stricken with bewilderment. I, a mere guest, was blocking them without knowing my place. I could only guess how dumbfounded they must feel.
    

    
      “Wait outside.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Tiavel uttered a quiet sentence, and the knights lowered their heads as they backed out.
    

    
      ‘Their loyalty is no joke.’
    

    
      I could draw a clear conclusion from observing them. Simply from the way they acted towards Tiavel, I could feel their sincerity towards Tiavel and the imperial family.
    

    
      
        Creak, thud.
      
    

    
      The door closed.
    

    
      The moment the door closed, Tiavel flinched almost imperceptibly. I could guess it was her first time being in a closed room with an adult man like this.
    

    
      ‘Well then, miss. Let’s talk a little, shall we?’
    

    
      As I looked at Tiavel’s slender figure standing in front of me, my mind turned quickly. Magic crystals were absolutely necessary for Nerman’s development. In order to acquire them, I had to steal the heart of the woman in front of me, the next tsarina of Haildrian.
    

    
      I’d already been labeled by everyone as a scoundrel anyway, so I just wanted to have my cake and eat it too. Even if that fellow called a ‘conscience’ complained, it couldn’t be helped anymore.
    

    
      I, Kang Hyuk, am a playboy.
    

    
      I liked myself just the way I was.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I wanted to see you.”
    

    
      “G-Geh!”
    

    
      I had already known she was a woman with a unique personality, but I hadn’t known that such passion had been hiding behind that haughty exterior.
    

    
      Tea that was giving off a sweet fragrance had been set up for us within the room. When the Princess appeared, the maids came in without a sound and laid out the tea. And then, the silent girl in front of me who had been fidgeting with the teacup with her slender hand suddenly said she had wanted to see me.
    

    
      ‘Aghh, this is really driving me nuts.’
    

    
      I needed to curry Tiavel’s favor, but I hadn’t expected this to happen. Including today, she had seen me exactly twice. I didn’t want to misinterpret her words, but how could I possibly misread the way she blushed as her eyes sparkled? 
    

    
      However, I couldn’t feel at ease. What she said was a corny phrase that might appear in a third-rate romantic comedy. It was said that first impressions were important, but hearing her made me think that Tiavel and I weren’t well-acquainted to be speaking like that to each other.
    

    
      ‘This kind of feeling must be a first for her.’
    

    
      On the other hand, I could understand her. From the looks of it, no one in Haildrian could dare to look at her straight, and the majesty and authority of royalty was ingrained in her every cell. So it was no surprise that when her mind was slightly off-kilter from a change in her surroundings when she visited Nerman, the way I had light-heartedly exchanged jokes with her had left a deep impression on her. That’s how I had been when I saw Yerin at school, too.
    

    
      “It is an honor.”
    

    
      Of course, I didn’t dislike it. Even I could no longer deal with my complicated fate with women. I ended up having a ‘let’s see how this goes’ sort of mindset.
    

    
      “I apologize. You must be busy, but I have made you come so far.”
    

    
      Naturally, it wasn’t as if her personality, developed over many years, would just fly away. It seemed as though she was trying to speak as smoothly as she could manage, but her words were still somewhat rigid. 
    

    
      But that just made her cuter. Tiavel was trying her best to match me. That intent of hers was more than enough reward for this trip.
    

    
      “Haha. It’s nothing. I wanted to meet Her Majesty the Tsarina who is aiding Nerman in any case. And my wish to see Princess Tiavel again is also being granted, is it not?”
    

    
      When had she ever heard such words spoken to her before? Tiavel seemed to melt at my slightly honeyed words, delighted without knowing she was caught in a web.
    

    
      ‘Won’t I really get hit by a bolt from the heavens at this rate?’
    

    
      I was hard at work corrupting pure souls out here, but it wasn’t as if I had no fear of the gods.
    

    
      “Did Imperial Mother perhaps say something weird—”
    

    
      “Your Highness, Her Majesty has ordered that you enter the palace with Count Kyre.”
    

    
      Tiavel’s words were cut off by the noisy shout of the knight outside. This tsarina, she really didn’t know how to read the mood.
    

    
      ‘Is it time to meet the real tiger?’
    

    
      The Tsarina had summoned me here using Tiavel as an excuse, but I had the faint feeling that Tiavel wasn’t the only reason. There was no way the tsarina of a nation would have called me here just because her daughter wanted to see me.
    

    
      ‘I guess we’ll find out.’
    

    
      Even as I smiled at Tiavel, my mind settled down with crystal-clear composure.
    

    
      I had accepted the Tsarina’s request and came all this way for my goal, a goal that I had to achieve no matter what for Nerman’s sake and my own.
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      ‘I’ll have to make one too.’
    

    
      Seeing it from the sky was already astonishing, but experiencing it personally on the ground was even more impactful. Icy, blustery winds were still gusting in the sky above, but the inner castle was a perfectly toasty temperature somewhere between spring and summer.
    

    
      Tiavel and I walked silently together. Ten knights in charge of her personal protection were following closely, and we walked towards the grand palace made of white stones. It wasn’t far from the guest building.
    

    
      ‘Their magic knowledge is impressive.’
    

    
      Of course, on the way there, my eyes were flitting around, not missing a thing. Not only was temperature control magic in play, but other spells were being extensively used in the garden and various other facilities. It was a perfect reference for the castle being built for my use in Nerman.
    

    
      ‘What a nice smell.’
    

    
      Tiavel was walking quietly next to me. As soon as she stepped out of my room, the gentle expression she’d been showing me disappeared, and a frosty, glacial exterior locked in place over her features, a haughtiness that none would dare to approach. No other woman I had met could come close to imitating Tiavel’s icy mien.
    

    
      ‘The security is impressive.’
    

    
      There were Imperial Knights standing like sculptures everywhere in the inner castle. A sharp aura of mana came seeping from their stock-still bodies. We had already passed hundreds of such guards.
    

    
      “Please take off your sword.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, we had reached the Grand Palace, a building supported by dozens of massive pillars around 20 meters high. The door to the interior alone was over 5 meters high, and an Imperial Knight guarding the door asked me to take off my sword.
    

    
      I didn’t want to cause a scene, and since I still had magic and spirits even without swordsmanship, I removed my sheath without hesitation. When I did so, the enormous door smoothly opened, like an automatic door.
    

    
      “Please enter.”
    

    
      The knights lowered their heads respectfully towards Tiavel.
    

    
      With her head held up high, Tiavel walked inside, and I followed her with steady steps.
    

    
      ‘Fuck, to think that a damn door is using a Grade 2 magic crystal…’
    

    
      My eyes were still as busy as ever. This time, I scanned the huge door. To my shock, a Grade 2 magic crystal that everyone would flip over in the continent was clearly encrusted in the automatic door. 
    

    
      ‘Mm…’
    

    
      What I saw when I entered the enormous palace was an interior expansive enough to make me exclaim in shock. It was a bit of an exaggeration, but the throne room looked about as big as a soccer field. Dozens of white pillars were lined up down the hall. In the deepest part of the throne room, easily 200 meters from the door, was a transparent, silver throne on a dais. Naturally, there were Imperial Knights inside the throne room as well, and they were true masters who could conceal their mana inside their bodies.
    

    
      ‘There’s also an upper-circle mage here.’
    

    
      I felt the tickle of probing mana wash over my skin. Since they could soundlessly cast a mana scan, they had to have reached the 7th Circle. I regulated my mana and carefully looked ahead.
    

    
      ‘The Tsarina!’
    

    
      The dais was 200 meters away, but I could clearly distinguish one woman. Sitting on the 3-meter large silver throne was a woman wearing a blood-red dress similar to what Tiavel had on. Though she was merely seated, she was exuding an intense majesty that commanded the entire hall. Who else could it be but the Tsarina of Haildrian? Standing next to the Tsarina was the white-haired mage who had mana scanned me.
    

    
      I strode past Tiavel with crisp steps, and she followed me. 
    

    
      
        Zing, zing.
      
    

    
      With every step I took, I felt an electrifying tingle on the small of my back.
    

    
      ‘They’re all strong.’
    

    
      The Imperial Knights inside the throne room were giving off an oppressive mana. The pressure of their mana doubled down every time I stepped forward, as if they were testing me somehow.
    

    
      
        Step, step.
      
    

    
      This was the fighting spirit and mana that only mana-capable knights of the highest level could evoke. My steps grew heavier and heavier.
    

    
      ‘Urk!’
    

    
      By the time I reached the middle of the throne room, I could feel my leg muscles trembling.
    

    
      ‘You little—!’
    

    
      At that instant, my signature Kang Hyuk temper kicked in.
    

    
      
        Whiiiiiirrr.
      
    

    
      I kicked up my mana core into high gear without reserve.
    

    
      An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth! As soon as I activated my mana core, my mana, including the yin-attribute mana that had melted into my core, came spilling out.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Ngh…”
    

    
      Having been caught off guard by my sudden counterattack, the knights groaned. They wouldn’t be hurt by this level of fighting spirit and mana pressure, but it would make their hearts sting.
    

    
      ‘You guys are playing.’
    

    
      Once I fought fire with fire, the knights’ fighting spirit and mana dissipated. I then approached the Tsarina with lightened steps.
    

    
      When we were around 20 meters from the Tsarina, Tiavel bowed low in a show of deep respect. “I humbly greet Imperial Mother.”
    

    
      ‘Is she really Tiavel’s mom?’
    

    
      She might be the Tsarina, yes, but Tiavel was showing the highest level of respect, to the point that it seemed to my eyes that they weren’t at all related.
    

    
      ‘She’s no White-haired Witch.’
    

    
      Like Tiavel, the Tsarina had white hair, but she didn’t look like a nine-tailed fox ready to eat people alive. Rather, in her youth, the Tsarina had likely been called a woman of peerless beauty. She was in her mid-thirties, and her voluptuous body in combination with her crimson dress made a strong impression. She looked so charming that I could imagine the middle-aged men drooling over her in a daze at noble parties.
    

    
      “The Lord of Nerman, Count Kyre de Nerman, stands before Her Majesty the Tsarina of the Haildrian Empire.”
    

    
      I lowered my head slightly, raising my right fist to my heart in a standard knight’s greeting.
    

    
      
        Zing zing zing.
      
    

    
      The moment I fired off my greeting, I could feel the stinging auras of the knights burning on my back.
    

    
      ‘What’ll you do about it.’
    

    
      She was not a ruler I served, so there was no need for me to bend low with a debasing show of utmost respect.
    

    
      “Welcome, Count Kyre. Well done for traveling such a long way.”
    

    
      ‘Wow!’
    

    
      The sweet voice of the Tsarina rang in my ear. She was even sending me a warm smile.
    

    
      “It is the highest honor of my family to have the opportunity to meet Your Majesty the Tsarina, a famed personage of great renown.”
    

    
      Since the other party was being gentle, I kicked up the flattery a notch.
    

    
      “Hoho, it seems you are even more smooth-tongued than Chrisia told me. No wonder our pure child wanted to see you so.”
    

    
      ‘Geh…’ She said it with a smile, but the Tsarina’s words were barbed. ‘Just how in the world did Chrisia describe me?!’
    

    
      At one point, I’d dreamed of being the last romantic left in this day and age. However, the Tsarina was essentially denouncing me as the smooth-tongued playboy who had seduced her pure daughter. She wasn’t an easy opponent.
    

    
      “How could it be because of my glib words? The Princess is admirable for being able to see my invisible sincerity.”
    

    
      If the Tsarina denied my words, my praise towards the Princess would become a lie, and thus turn the Princess into a fool.
    

    
      A gentle, yet unreadable smile floated onto the Tsarina’s lips.
    

    
      
        Zing.
      
    

    
      Our gazes met in midair with sparks.
    

    
      “I wish to ask Count Kyre one thing.”
    

    
      “May Your Majesty grace me with thy words.”
    

    
      Despite being the Tsarina, she did me the kindness of addressing me with honorifics. She was indeed an opponent I could not underestimate, but I decided to give her my respect.
    

    
      The Tsarina spoke slowly, making direct eye contact with me.
    

    
      “What… is your true identity?”
    

    
      The moment the Tsarina said those words, the air in the throne room became as taut as a tightrope.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      Unbeknownst to me, cold sweat dripped down my back. My instincts were giving off a danger alarm. 
    

    
      That smiling Tsarina over there… was asking about me. She was asking what my true identity was…
      

    

    
      “Rotten bastard!”
    

    
      A lumikar had flown into the Kerpe Royal Castle, bearing an urgent letter from Marquis Holvane, who had been sent to Bajran as an ambassador. That letter had come into the hands of Duke Hardaim. His face went red as he crumpled the letter in his hand.
    

    
      “Poltviran… I see you’ve decided to seek death.”
    

    
      In order to sound out Poltviran’s intentions, the Duke had sent the greatest gifts as birthday presents. But the damned thief was now telling the kingdom to offer themselves whole.
    

    
      “I shall send them. I shall send the Skyknights you want. Not to Nerman, but to the Bajran Imperial Palace where you live!”
    

    
      He had held secret meetings with every kingdom all this time, establishing a concrete plan through coded missives while evading Bajran’s spies.
    

    
      “Nerman’s Lord, Kyre. All we have to do is help him. If we do, then…”
    

    
      Even with the combined force of three kingdoms, the Bajran Empire was a formidable foe. As such, Hardaim had devised this scheme with Duke Galphois, the Trickster of Tove. If they helped Count Kyre of Nerman, the kingdoms could definitely achieve their revenge on the empire. Rather, not only could they escape the influence of the empire with this, but they could also swallow up the empire’s extensive land.
    

    
      “Huhu, if he isn’t stupid, he won’t refuse our offer.”
    

    
      The Lord of Nerman was being persecuted by the Bajran and Laviter Empires. The three kingdoms were planning on offering Nerman’s lord a proposal to join forces to annihilate Bajran and keep the Laviter Empire in check together. In return, Kyre would be given a share of the land.
    

    
      Duke Hardaim thought that Kyre would definitely agree to this proposal, given that he wasn’t a fool.
    

    
      Kyre de Nerman.
    

    
      No one on the continent could give him a better offer.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Haha, hahahahahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      “......!!”
    

    
      I seriously split my sides laughing, an action that had the Imperial Knights glaring at me with intense displeasure. It felt as though they were chomping at the bit to cut off my head the moment the Tsarina gave them the say-so.
    

    
      My laughter stopped as abruptly as it had come. And then, I looked the Tsarina right in the eye.
    

    
      “Then who are you, Your Majesty?” I asked.
    

    
      “Impertinent!”
    

    
      “Y-You dare!”
    

    
      The knights wanted to rush forward, unable to forgive my insolence in returning the question right back to their liege.
    

    
      “Hoho, hohohohohohohohohoho!”
    

    
      The Tsarina suddenly broke out into a fit of laughter. I was pretty crazy myself, but this Tsarina was no schmuck either.
    

    
      Her mirth was short-lived, stopping abruptly as she looked at me with ice-cold eyes.
    

    
      “What a funny fellow. Hohoho. In all my life, you are the first to ask such a ridiculous question in front of me.”
    

    
      “The same goes for me.”
    

    
      I wasn’t one to take things lying down. We were duking it out in the throne room with a fight of wills, and I wasn’t going to go easy on her because she was a woman.
    

    
      “I-Imperial Mother…”
    

    
      Only, there was a girl trembling in shock next to me, Tiavel. Her level and guts were different from the Tsarina’s.
    

    
      “Then allow me to tell you formally. I am Tsarina Anastasia, ruler of the Great Haildrian Empire.”
    

    
      I followed up Tsarina Anastasia’s introduction with my own. “I am Lord Kyre, ruler of Great Nerman.”
    

    
      “Your Majesty, I can sense the yin-attribute mana used by black mages from that man’s body.”
    

    
      
        Clatter.
      
    

    
      As soon as the white-haired mage gramps standing next to the Tsarina uttered those words, the sound of swords being unsheathed filled the hall.
    

    
      ‘You wanna go?’
    

    
      It was ridiculous. There was no way the Tsarina had called me all this way just because they somehow found out about the yin-attribute mana flowing in my mana core. Haildrian had absolutely no connection to my home continent. Even if I really was a black mage, what did it have to do with them?
    

    
      “Is that the truth?”
    

    
      “It is,” I confirmed placidly with a nod.
    

    
      “Gasp!”
    

    
      “I-It is dangerous!” the knights shouted, scrambling to surround me in an instant. It seemed they were worried about the safety of Princess Tiavel.
    

    
      “Allow me to ask again. Do you know Altakas?”
    

    
      ‘Altakas?’
    

    
      I might know an Altaria, but I’d never heard of Altakas before.
    

    
      “I don’t know him, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      “Lies! If you weren’t the disciple of the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas, how could you have possibly become an upper-circle magic swordsman at that age?! Admit it now and accept a comfortable death!” shouted the mage next to the Tsarina, pointing a staff with a fist-sized crystal ball at me.
    

    
      ‘Are you kidding with me right now?’
    

    
      It wasn’t even like I was getting dragged off and tortured by Korea’s National Security Agency. This mage was pinning something I had no clue about on me. I was simply floored by the nerve of these people.
    

    
      “Your Majesty Tsarina Anastasia. May I inquire if you invited me in order to persecute me in this way?”
    

    
      It seemed the Tsarina had done quite a thorough investigation on me. She did not evade my questioning gaze.
    

    
      “You must tell me honestly,” said Tsarina Anastasia firmly, not taking a single step backwards. “This issue is of utmost importance in our empire. I have a duty to investigate the truth of the matter.”
    

    
      “Hahaha. I clearly said I did not know him, did I not. So how does Your Majesty intend on investigating the truth?”
    

    
      I had no desire to prove the truth with self-disembowelment like a samurai. Considering the stubborn appearance of this mage, who was convinced I was the disciple of whoever this dude was, it didn’t look like this misunderstanding would be resolved easily.
    

    
      “Don’t lie! Who else on the continent could raise a magic swordsman like you?! Simply admit that you are related to the Black Mage of Destruction, Altakas! Any chance of your escape has already been completely sealed off!”
    

    
      As soon as he finished speaking, around ten mages appeared from behind the Tsarina. As if all of them were 6th Circle mages, fierce mana swelled from the eldery men.
    

    
      “What a funny old man you are.”
    

    
      “W-What did you say?!”
    

    
      “How can you possibly try to figure out everything in the world with your limited knowledge?! Do not think that the magic knowledge you know is everything! I don’t know who this ‘Altakas’ person is, but in front of my master, he would have to kneel!”
    

    
      I wasn’t normally this impolite, but this old mage trying to frame me got me angry. I knew that older people had a tendency to be stubborn and inflexible about habits or biases they had acquired according to what they knew. However, right was right and wrong was wrong.
    

    
      “T-Then speak! Who is your master?!”
    

    
      This obstinate mage was like a child who would only know the stove was hot after touching it.
    

    
      “Aidal.”
    

    
      For the first time in a while, I uttered this gratifying name.
    

    
      “Gasp!!”
    

    
      “G-Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal?!”
    

    
      Fearful exclamations came from the mages.
    

    
      ‘Master was quite the popular guy himself.’
    

    
      Master Bumdalf’s name was famous(?) not just on the continent, but all the way here in Haildrian. 
    

    
      “L-Lies… Aidal disappeared a hundred years ago…” mumbled the mage, basically asking me to beat a dead horse.
    

    
      “You can’t believe it, right? No matter what I say, you wouldn’t be able to believe it. Your stubbornness, which is already convinced that I’m the disciple of this guy I don’t even know, will refuse to acknowledge it. However, the truth is the truth, no two ways around it. If you aren’t able to believe anything I say anymore, then do as you please. Huhuhu…”
    

    
      I laughed scornfully as I stared at Tsarina Anastasia and the mages.
    

    
      
        Thud.
      
    

    
      “I-Imperial Mother… Count Kyre isn’t that kind of person!”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      Little Miss Haughty suddenly knelt on the ground, defending me. She, a woman who had seemed so cold that she’d never wept a tear in her life, was crying. Despite the fact that she had never really gotten to know me, Tiavel was weeping for my sake.
    

    
      “Can you swear on your words?”
    

    
      The Tsarina’s words rang quietly in the hall.
    

    
      “I, Kyre de Nerman, swear on my name. My master is not this person named Altakas, but the Golden-Eyed Reaper, Aidal.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      The throne room descended into silence. Tsarina Anastasia fixed me with her deep gaze.
    

    
      “Sheathe your swords.”
    

    
      
        Cla-clang!
      
    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty…”
    

    
      “Duke Aquilion, stop. Kyre is not related to Altakas. He may have black hair and be a magic swordsman possessing yin-attribute mana, but the truth is the truth. Also… I believe in Tiavel.”
    

    
      Tsarina Anastasia’s words were quiet, but carried a natural sense of majesty.
    

    
      “I have offended,” said the mage called Duke Aquilion, bowing as he stepped backwards. 
    

    
      “All Imperial Knights, leave us.”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty!”
    

    
      The Imperial Knights who lived and died by the Tsarina’s commands swiftly and quietly left the throne room as soon as she gave the order.
    

    
      “I must apologize for causing the fuss just now.”
    

    
      Tsarina Anastasia had instantly returned to the gentle mannerism she had first greeted me with. The way she tidied up the situation without a single change in her expression made me think that she was indeed a tsarina. 
    

    
      “It is a relief that the misunderstanding has been resolved. However, I am curious about one thing.”
    

    
      “Go on.”
    

    
      “Who is the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction Altakas who was mentioned just now? Just who was he to have everyone react in that manner?”
    

    
      I was sincerely curious. The name ‘Altakas’ wasn’t known at all in Kallian. Moreover, ‘black magic swordsman’ was just as unfamiliar a moniker as the name.
    

    
      “Allow me to tell you that,” said Duke Aquilion, who had backed off at the Tsarina’s command. “If you are the disciple of Archmage Aidal, you are no stranger to our empire, so I will tell you everything.”
    

    
      ‘Hrm? Master has ties to Haildrian, too?’
    

    
      I was really in awe of his networking skill. Master had connections with the rare dwarves and elves on the continent, and now he was even related to the far-away Haildrian.
    

    
      I craned my ears to listen closely to what Duke Aquilion had to say about Altakas, whose story would likely explain this whole storm of emotions.
    

    
      “It was something that happened exactly 203 years ago. The Obans territory was suddenly annihilated in the span of one morning, and Death Knights appeared…”
    

    
      Duke Aquilion’s voice echoed in the throne room. I focused my mind. Somehow, I had a feeling that this would be related to me, and my gut feeling was usually right on the ball.
    

    
      My eyes sparkling, I stared a hole into the duke beginning to talk about Altakas.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kyre isn’t in Nerman?!”
    

    
      In the Imperial Palace of the Laviter Empire.
    

    
      Lukence, who had been recently conferred a count peerage, was able to receive an office inside the Imperial Palace, having received the Emperor’s confidence in full. As he read the coded letter sent by a spy in Nerman, he was shocked.
    

    
      “This is our chance!”
    

    
      He instinctively knew that their chance had come. Kyre being present or absent in Nerman was like the difference between heaven and earth. If Kyre wasn’t there, Nerman would be like a spearman without a shield.
    

    
      “Huhuhu.”
    

    
      A dark smile appeared on Lukence’s face. Without Kyre, around 500 wyverns would be more than enough to take down Nerman. And that was a force Lukence could mobilize in a week and pass through the Kovilan Mountains with.
    

    
      “Kyre, thanks.”
    

    
      The spy didn’t know exactly where Kyre had gone, but was sure that he wouldn’t be returning anytime soon. The agent was an important knight in Nerman, so their information could be believed.
    

    
      “Where is His Majesty! Find out where I might find him at once!”
    

    
      Going outside, Lukence asked the exclusive attendant he had been assigned about the Emperor’s location. The smile on his face did not disappear, like a venomous snake exuding the fragrance of death for the first time in a while… 
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 151: Altakas
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Jeez! T-That many?!’
    

    
      200 years had passed, but Altakas had left behind such horrible destruction that the mere mention of his name would have children in tears. He suddenly appeared in the empire, robbed an entire territory of all life, turned the dead knights and soldiers into skeletons using his black magic necromancy, and drove the Haildrian Empire to the brink of annihilation. Apparently, the Haildrian Empire, which had no temples, suffered a great shock by the sudden appearance of a powerful black mage. If it were the Kallian Continent, clergymen and paladins would have led the charge, but without any temples, Haildrian was forced to fight the skeletons with their loyal knights and mages.
    

    
      However, Altakas was no ordinary black mage.
    

    
      Wielding not only 8th Circle magic, but swordsmanship at the level of a Grand Blade Master, he personally stood at the vanguard and massacred Haildrian’s mages and knights. And then, he committed the infernal deed of turning those courageous knights and mages who died into skeletons with black magic and putting them back into the battle.
    

    
      ‘Tsk tsk, if they just had a temple, it wouldn’t have been so bad.’
    

    
      It turned out that two-thirds of the holy water Kesmire acquired from Nerman was shipped off to the empire. Despite two centuries passing, the empire had been unable to forget their horrifying past and were stockpiling a reserve of holy water.
    

    
      “It was greatly suspicious that Altakas and you share the same black hair. Also, we were even more suspicious because you are an upper-circle magic swordsman at such a young age. Because he killed over 3 million of our people in one year, even if you were slightly suspect, we had no choice but to make sure.”
    

    
      The long, long story came to an end. Because of Altakas, over 3 million knights, soldiers, and civilians were killed in merely one year.
    

    
      ‘I see, so those guys are disciples of the mages who came over back then.’
    

    
      At that time, in order to defeat Altakas, many mages were invited from the continent. The Haildrian Empire offered an enormous quantity of magic crystals and got a considerable number of upper-circle mages to participate as mercenaries. After managing to hastily import holy water from the continent and quelling Altakas, the surviving mages didn’t return to Kallian. The Haildrian Empire had promised them vastly superior treatment than what they would get in the Kallian Continent. I could tell what kind of treatment they gave mages from the way mages were able to rise to ducal status.
    

    
      Moreover, you had to consider what the most important thing was for mages. Money and honor were fine and all, but the most important thing was generous conditions that would allow a mage to carry out as many magic experiments as they wanted. In that way, the Haildrian Empire and the mages could satisfy each others’ requirements, and that was how a high-circle mage ended up assisting the Tsarina in the current day.
    

    
      “So something like that happened…”
    

    
      To be honest, it felt like the history of an unrelated, faraway land. The guardian deity of the Temir, the polymorph dragon Tarkania, had specialized in black magic, but on the current continent, black mages were a rare existence. There was a magic tower in the shadows that dealt with black magic, called the Shining Magic Tower, but they were thoroughly obsessed with earning money and lived in secrecy. A black mage wouldn’t have been able to wreak such havoc on the Kallian Continent, where there was a temple in every territory. Moreover, he was taken care of 200 years ago. As long as he wasn’t one of those liches of myth, there was no way he was still alive.
    

    
      “May I ask if Archmage Aidal is still alive?” inquired Duke Aquilion cautiously.
    

    
      “He is, but…”
    

    
      “Ohh! Truly?! You say that Archmage Aidal is truly alive?!”
    

    
      Aquilion spoke of Master with honorifics. The name ‘Aidal’ commanded fear and inspired curses on my home continent, but it seemed he had done quite a lot of good here.
    

    
      “However, he cannot come outside. He suffered a severe injury from the attack of the magic towers a hundred years ago…”
    

    
      “Ah! H-How can that be…”
    

    
      I couldn’t tell them the truth. How could I possibly say that Master was glued to satellite television every day on a place called Earth, living in complete luxury without lacking a single thing? If I said that, I would also have to reveal that I was from a different world, and I didn’t want to expose that much yet.
    

    
      “How very regretful. Archmage Aidal’s presence is necessary…” said Tsarina Anastasia with an anxious voice. She had been listening quietly from the side.
    

    
      ‘Is something the matter?’
    

    
      If they were that eager to find Aidal, there was definitely something big afoot.
    

    
      “If I can assist in any way, I will do so. No matter what kind of problem it is.”
    

    
      “Sigh…” The Tsarina breathed a long sigh at my words.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, if he is Archmage Aidal’s disciple, this is something he should know, is it not?”
    

    
      “Indeed. I suppose you must be informed of it in any case, Count Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘Just what is it that I’m supposed to know?’
    

    
      So much had happened in one day. I was accused of being a disciple of a guy I didn’t know and forced to endure a round of fierce attitude, and now, there was something I needed to know as Aidal’s disciple. I could already tell that whatever the problem was, it was nothing good.
    

    
      “Then I will make preparations at once.”
    

    
      “Please do so.”
    

    
      “Count Kyre, I sincerely apologize for the misunderstanding just now,” said Duke Aquilion.
    

    
      “Haha, it’s nothing. I am not so small-minded that I cannot understand that much.”
    

    
      It wasn’t as if I didn’t sling my share of insults at him anyway.
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      The Tsarina used honorifics with me, but the mage was casual with me and a devoted servant of the Tsarina at the same time. But there was no need to fuss about it. The world was a place where one lived by the murmurings of their heart, and Haildrian was no different.
    

    
      
        Ziiiiiiiiiing.
      
    

    
      ‘Woah!’
    

    
      Something seemed to be activating, and then the throne upon which Tsarina Anastasia sat moved sideways.
    

    
      “We will take the lead.”
    

    
      “Please do so.”
    

    
      The mages disappeared one by one through the hole the throne had covered.
    

    
      “Tiavel, the time for you to learn of this has come, so come inside with Count Kyre.”
    

    
      “I understand, Imperial Mother.”
    

    
      Like some kind of movie set, there was a secret door right in the Imperial Palace, and where the throne was situated, no less. Following Anastasia, Tiavel and I climbed onto the dais and moved towards the place where the throne had been.
    

    
      ‘What in the world is in here?’
    

    
      Secret stairs people could walk down upright were leading underground.
    

    
      
        Whooooooosh.
      
    

    
      From the stairs came a hair-raising whistle of wind that swept past my shoulder and into the throne room.
    

    
      I moved to follow the mages and the Tsarina.
    

    
      In any case, the day had been one eccentric experience after another, and I wanted to see it to the end.
      

    

    
      ‘B-Barrier magic!’
    

    
      When I went underground, my eyes were met with a shocking sight. In this narrow passage around 3 meters high and wide, to my surprise, there were traces of various 8th Circle defensive and barrier magic arrays even I couldn’t use engraved on the walls. So many magic arrays were overlapping each other that even a tiny issue would distort the entire space.
    

    
      ‘This is Master’s work.’
    

    
      Master Bumdalf had passed me his magic knowledge, but had told me jack squat about the world in which he came from. I could see Master’s characteristic mana formulas on the walls, which were made of mithril and various alloys.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      Around 50 meters into the passage, an oval-shaped stone chamber suddenly appeared. It was around 5 meters high and 20 meters wide.
    

    
      ‘What’s that?’
    

    
      And in the middle of that stone chamber, was a half-opaque glass flask atop a stone table the size of a dining table.
    

    
      ‘If you come in here and the magic arrays are activated, even a dragon would be in danger.’
    

    
      This place was more dangerous than the passage. It was almost like there was some kind of magic array competition going on in the chamber—various arrays were engraved skillfully, so as to not intrude on each array’s domain. It was one of the twisted and intricate magic arrays Master liked.
    

    
      “I can see this is Master’s handiwork.”
    

    
      “Yes. This is a place made by Archmage Aidal.”
    

    
      Duke Aquilion nodded at my words. However, even as he spoke, the Duke and the mages were staring at the top of the central stone table with fearful eyes. Even Tsarina Anastasia, who seemed like she would be completely unfazed in front of death itself, was the same.
    

    
      

    

    
      Besides the uppermost part, the rest of the glass was too opaque to see through.
    

    
      ‘All the magic arrays will activate the moment anyone touches it.’
    

    
      I could understand why the mages and the Tsarina were unable to go any closer. The various magic arrays were connected to the flask. The moment an unsuspecting person touched it, this place would simply cease to exist.
    

    
      “The magic arrays here are operating on the one and only special-grade magic crystal our empire owns.”
    

    
      “!! S-Special-grade magic crystal?!”
    

    
      I felt my heart jolt at the sound of ‘special-grade magic crystal.’
    

    
      A special-grade magic crystal… It was the highest grade of magic crystal, something I’d only heard about. 
    

    
      Even a Grade 1 magic crystal was valuable enough that only a territory on the level of an imperial county could acquire. However, a special-grade magic crystal was a precious object that money could not buy. Grade 1 magic crystals were already so precious that only magic towers or empires possessed them, and naturally, I hadn’t even heard any rumors about the appearance of a special-grade magic crystal.
    

    
      ‘Just what in the world is in there that they’re using a special-grade magic crystal?’
    

    
      A special-grade magic crystal possessed an immense amount of pure mana that could facilitate the casting of not just 8th Circle magic, but 9th Circle magic. A Grade 1 magic crystal should be sufficient, but it seemed the Haildrian Empire had used a special-grade crystal out of fear.
    

    
      “Take a look. I’m sure that as the disciple of Archmage Aidal, you already know, but the moment the glass flask is touched, we will all be reduced to dust, so be careful.”
    

    
      Duke Aquilion reiterated his warning. I carefully stepped forward.
    

    
      “Tiavel, you go take a look as well.”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      At the Tsarina’s command, Tiavel followed me. I could clearly hear the sound of her heart racing.
    

    
      ‘What is it?’
    

    
      When I approached, I slowly passed the opaque part and was able to see inside.
    

    
      “......!!!”
    

    
      I craned my neck and looked inside.
    

    
      ‘Woah! Almost scared the wits out of me!’
    

    
      Shockingly, inside the flask was a human’s eyeball. What’s more, it was pierced down the middle by a magic stake most certainly made of mithril.
    

    
      ‘Ara? Just look at this thing!’
    

    
      I wasn’t that frightened by the sight. Back in Korea, I’d gone to an exhibition called the Mystery of the Human Body and had seen various human bodies and organs. Among them, I’d even seen an eyeball the size of a fist. The only thing that shocked me was that unlike the dead things I’d seen back then, the eyeball I was looking at right now… was alive.
    

    
      ‘What the hell is that thing? Why is it moving around on its own like that?!’
    

    
      We weren’t shooting some kind of horror flick, but the detached eyeball was alive and moving. It was even looking straight at me with a very unpleasant red pupil.
    

    
      “Ahhh!”
    

    
      Having followed me, Tiavel screamed when that ghastly eyeball fixed its gaze on her.
    

    
      I instantly caught her as she fell, feeling the softness of her body.
    

    
      ‘Huhu.’
    

    
      This was no time to be setting the mood, but in my heart, her mature curves gave me a flush of happiness.
    

    
      “What is that thing?”
    

    
      “It’s his eyeball…”
    

    
      “Pardon? Whose eyeball?”
    

    
      As I said that, a certain man’s name flashed in my head.
    

    
      “Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas… that is the eyeball he left behind.”
    

    
      “W-Whaaat!!!!”
    

    
      My doubtful thought was right on the money, and my jaw dropped. How could an eyeball from 200 years ago still move, and in complete isolation, no less? I did cast spells that were unbelievable from a 21st century Earth perspective, but this was on a different level entirely.
    

    
      “Up until a few decades ago, it was dead. But at some point, it started to move, and now, it has completely recovered its vitality.”
    

    
      Duke Aquilion continued saying something unbelievable with a fearful voice.
    

    
      “What does that mean…?”
    

    
      “It is evidence that he is reviving. It is said that back then, when he was escaping, he plucked out this eye that was struck by a holy-water infused mithril arrow and fled. Haildrian has been storing his eyeball just in case. We kept it carefully here because it is said that when a person reaches the highest level of black magic, they become half-lich and their body parts will show the same signs of life as them. Just in case he might revive, my master and the late emperor stored it instead of destroying it.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      ‘Are you some kind of reviving mummy?! If you’ve lived 200 years, you should go to hell already. Why the hell are you coming back to life?’
    

    
      The moment revival was mentioned, I felt my head throbbing. That was the revival of an 8th Circle black magic swordsman. I could no longer treat it like a stranger’s problem. If—and it was a big if—that man had malicious intent towards me and came at me, what was I supposed to do? He was a Grand Blade Master and an 8th Circle mage, and I was still a Blade Master and 6th Circle mage.
    

    
      ‘Pshaw, surely he wouldn’t come after me.’
    

    
      I forcefully swept aside the ominous thoughts in my heart. For what reason would he come after me? I’d never seen him in my life.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “He’s not in Nerman?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty. According to the report of my secret agent, who is assuming the position of a high-ranking knight in Nerman, Kyre is definitely not in Nerman. My agent says he personally saw a different knight pretending to be him in the sky.”
    

    
      “Huhu. Did he make his escape in advance?”
    

    
      “That could be the case. How could anyone live in comfort after committing a crime against Your Majesty? From what I have heard, he is on close terms with the Kesmire pirates, so it is possible that he is seeking asylum with them.”
    

    
      Bearing good news, Count Lukence had sought an audience with the Emperor in the Laviter Imperial Palace. He was bowing his head repeatedly before the Emperor, whose complexion somehow seemed better today.
    

    
      “What should we help you with?”
    

    
      “Your Majesty, this is a golden opportunity. No matter how strong Kyre is, he will be helpless to do anything about a completely razed Nerman on his own. I ask that Your Majesty permit me 500 Skyknights. I will return after destroying Nerman in no time at all.”
    

    
      Resentment had filled Lukence to the bone. His eyes gleamed with a vicious glint as he asked for 500 Skyknights.
    

    
      “But there is a chance that he might return in that time.”
    

    
      “I do not think that will happen. There is an idiotic, lascivious man named Ryker among them, and according to him, his lord will be away from the territory for at least 20 days,” said Lukence with a look of utter confidence.
    

    
      “Good. We shall entrust you with the command of 250 Skyknights under the 2nd Imperial Army stationed in the capital, as well as the Skyknights of the 6th Regiment of the Southern Corps. This order comes into effect immediately.”
    

    
      “I will devote my life to fulfilling thy imperial mandate.”
    

    
      The Emperor’s order descended swiftly. If the Southern Corps were contacted right away, they could easily cross the Kovilan Mountains and attack Nerman’s central city, Denfors, in a week’s time. Lukence knew that the foolish bastards in Nerman were dividing their already meager forces among three places.
    

    
      ‘Kyre, I will destroy your beloved Nerman entirely! Everything and everyone!’
    

    
      Lukence gnashed his teeth. The veins in his eyes burst from his intense bloodlust, turning his eyes blood-red.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Hoho, it is a relief that you are safe. I was worried that you might still be lost out there.”
    

    
      “Who do you think I am, how could I be lost? But what happened? I thought you would have arrived sooner than I did.”
    

    
      “Well… the wind grew so strong that I lost my chance to go aloft. I had no choice but to struggle desperately on the ship and was able to get here only now.”
    

    
      Just like how there were times when monkeys fell from trees, even a person living on the sea couldn’t be perfect all the time. Looking at Chrisia, who was reddening with a look of embarrassment, I breathed a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “Then can we go back right away?”
    

    
      “What? Right now?”
    

    
      “Yes. I’d like to go back as soon as possible.”
    

    
      “Did something happen?”
    

    
      It was still a secret, so I couldn’t tell Chrisia that the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas, was reviving again without perishing even after living 200 years. I had a hard time sleeping last night because of that guy’s writhing eyeball trying to lock eyes with me.
    

    
      ‘So many frickin’ worries. Sigh.’
    

    
      I was already burdened by Nerman’s issues, but this Altakas guy only added to my anxieties. I was worried that he might possibly destroy Nerman in my absence.
    

    
      “The transport carrier hasn’t taken much damage, so we can leave whenever. But how did things go with Her Majesty…?”
    

    
      “Haha. Who do you think I am? It was all resolved well, so don’t worry.”
    

    
      “My! Really? Hoho. That’s truly a relief.”
    

    
      Chrisia hopped for sheer joy at my confident words. The cute action of this woman, who had lived a tough life fighting the sea, made me chuckle.
    

    
      “Then let us depart right away. I just have to give Her Majesty the Tsarina my farewell.”
    

    
      “Hoho. By your will,” joked Chrisia playfully.
    

    
      ‘It’s a shame, but it’ll have to wait for next time.’
    

    
      It was a shame that I would be leaving after spending just one night in Haildrian, but another day would come. I resolved to one day go see all of Haildrian with Tiavel, who had expressed great disappointment when I said I was leaving. 
    

    
      Currently, Nerman’s safety and peace were far more urgent than traveling.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 152: The Laviter Empire’s Invasion, Round 2
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “All forces, line up!”
    

    
      
        Cla-cla-clang.
      
    

    
      On the part of the eastern plains on the Laviter Empire’s side of the Kovilan Mountains nearest to Nerman’s central city, Denfors.
    

    
      There, Skyknights from the 2nd Army stationed near the capital and the 6th Regiment from the Southern Corps had gathered as early as five days instead of one week. At the command of Count Lukence, who had been named the commander of this offensive, they arranged themselves neatly into a long line. This person had appeared seemingly out of nowhere and had become Commander, by order of the Emperor. But the Laviter Empire knights were absolutely obedient to the Emperor’s command, and they instantly lined up without complaint. In the line were several counts in charge of the Skyknights.
    

    
      “Men, today, we will attack Nerman, the territory that disgraced the name of His Majesty the Emperor and the Laviter Empire. As I said in the strategy meeting, you must move according to what I have planned. Anyone who disobeys will be severely punished, on my name as the Commander who was granted complete authority over this force by His Majesty!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      Lukence was painfully aware that he lacked the years of service, the experience, and the prestige to command such elites. That was why he used the Emperor’s name to reassert discipline. He had to make this invasion of Nerman a success. If he didn’t, his life would be as good as forfeit.
    

    
      ‘We’ll fly starting now and take two breaks. Then, we’ll ambush Denfors at night.’
    

    
      Lukence was already extremely familiar with Nerman’s terrain and Denfors. The attack route was clearly drawn out in his head. New defensive weapons might have been added to Nerman, but they would undoubtedly fall to their crushing offensive. Moreover, night battles were also called battles of morale. In large-scale night aerial battles, where an enemy and ally could hardly be differentiated, the side with the greater morale would certainly win. And the Skyknights of the Laviter Empire had more than enough morale and loyalty to spare.
    

    
      “All forces, swiftly mount your wyverns!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      The Skyknights moved in perfect order at his command.
    

    
      ‘Huhu… Kyre, I’m coming to rob your house while you’re away! Kuhahahaha!’
    

    
      The prospect of conquering Nerman had him giddy with anticipation.
    

    
      Lukence also got onto his wyvern, wanting to step on the hateful land of Nerman even one moment sooner…
      

    

    
      “Lulu, lululu~”
    

    
      After getting some experience, I got used to flying over the sea. I wasn’t afraid of the dark blue waves sloshing under my feet anymore.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. How much would that be in Gold?’
    

    
      I had no idea that Haildrian’s Tsarina was such a fiery person. When I told her I was leaving, she earnestly entreated me to come again and gave me a bunch of gifts.
    

    
      ‘Five Grade 2 magic crystals, a hundred Grade 3s, and hundreds of Grade 4s! And to top it off, a Grade 1 crystal!’
    

    
      It was the mother of all jackpots. I’d only ever heard about Grade 1 magic crystals, but now, one of them was in my possession. Simply thinking about the bluish, fist-sized blessed crystal clearer than a diamond made my heart thump wildly.
    

    
      ‘If I put that in my mansion, that’ll be the end of all my mana worries!’
    

    
      Just like how my parents installed the best and most expensive brand of boiler in the house to forget winter’s chill, all my mana worries would disappear as soon as I installed this Grade 1 magic crystal into my mansion. I’d have a magic mansion no inferior to any imperial palace on the continent. Once a Grade 1 magic crystal, the continent’s best magic knowledge, and the modern architectural techniques I knew were fully mobilized, a cutting-edge palace as comfortable as anything you could get in the 21st century would be complete.
    

    
      ‘Ohh! I can see it, I can see it!’
    

    
      Unlike on the journey to Haildrian, the sea was perfectly placid on the way back. Thanks to flying over in record time for a trip between continents, I could just barely start to see my home, Nerman.
    

    
      “I’m back, Nerman! Your master, Kyre, is back! Hahahaha!”
    

    
      Not a single person was listening, so I yelled out a greeting of elation at the top of my throat.
    

    
      ‘As soon as I arrive, I’ll have grilled pork belly with white rice, with a piece of kimchi on top… and beer!’
    

    
      The entire trip back, I’d been craving grilled pork belly, kimchi, and beer. Tiavel had treated me to all sorts of Haildrian dishes, but they couldn’t stand up to kimchi in my heart.
    

    
      
        Swoosh, swooooosh. Guooooooo!
      
    

    
      As soon as he spotted Nerman, Bebeto began to flap with greater force. He had probably longed for Nerman as much as I had. After all, at night, he ruled over female wyverns almost like an emperor. He put every ounce of strength into his wings for one last spurt.
    

    
      “T-This is Kovilan Mountain’s Baby Nest speaking. Mother Nest, come in!”
    

    
      ‘Hrm?’
    

    
      When we were near Nerman and I could clearly see the harbor, an urgent call from the troop dispatched to the Kovilan Mountains came from my helmet. The troop had been secretly dispatched to find out and prepare for a Laviter Empire surprise attack.
    

    
      “Laviter Empire Skyknights have appeared! They number at least 500! Prepare! Prepare to be attacked!”
    

    
      ‘W-What?! What the hell did he just say?!’
    

    
      The pressing communication from the special troop startled me wide awake. The Laviter Empire was invading, and with a blitz of at least 500 wyverns. There was no doubt they had come barging in on the knowledge that I was away.
    

    
      “They’re a-attacking us! Uwahhh! They know our location! Guagghh!”
    

    
      The line was cut off with a miserable scream. The message had lasted only a moment, so it was possible that Denfors hadn’t heard it.
    

    
      ‘You bastards!’
    

    
      A roar of rage bubbled up from my heart, which had been as calm as the sea just moments ago. There was definitely a spy among my knights, and they ranked high enough to know of my absence.
    

    
      “Bebeto! Go faster! Faster!”
    

    
      I hurried Bebeto, flying towards Denfors.
    

    
      For these underhanded Skyknights of the Laviter Empire attacking my territory, there was no way I could escort them out of my territory nicely.
    

    
      As Nerman’s master, I, Kyre, would give them a proper taste of my rage, so hot they wouldn’t be able to forget it… even in death.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 153: A Beautiful Hell
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “It’s the Lord!”
    

    
      Drawing out every ounce of his strength, Bebeto reached Weyn Covert, which caused the soldiers standing guard to shout loudly.
    

    
      ‘They still don’t know.’
    

    
      Laviter Empire troops had crossed the Kovilan Mountains and were in Denfors’ back yard, but the covert’s guards were on regular guard duty. They had been told that I would be patrolling the territory while staying at Orakk Castle for the time being, so they were pleased to see me back in the covert.
    

    
      ‘This is bad.’
    

    
      My brows unconsciously furrowed. Thankfully, Laviter’s assault had not started in full-force, but the emergency message hadn’t been properly received. Thinking about what would have happened if I hadn’t come back just in time made me shiver.
    

    
      ‘I told them to maintain a constant watch over the communicator…’
    

    
      I’d given Derval a special order to never, ever be negligent about the communication channel, since the territory was at risk. But despite my order, the channel wasn’t effective at a truly dangerous moment. Even as Bebeto touched down, the thoughts in my head were incredibly complicated. Right now, the territory was on the razor’s edge, and we didn’t know how far the enemies had come.
    

    
      As Bebeto flapped and landed on the covert clearing, several knights came running up.
    

    
      “Salute!” barked the knights.
    

    
      “Where is Sir Derval?”
    

    
      I asked for Derval as if nothing was wrong. I didn’t know who the spy was, so I had to maintain a calm facade.
    

    
      ‘Dammit,’ I cursed inwardly, hating that I had to be suspicious of the knights who were sending me gazes full of loyalty.
    

    
      “He is at the castle construction site. I will call him right away.”
    

    
      “No, it’s fine. That aside, is there something wrong with the communicator magic? I tried making contact on my way back, but there was no response.”
    

    
      “Around yesterday evening, the communication magic array broke down and hasn’t been fixed yet.”
    

    
      “Broke down?”
    

    
      That was ridiculous. The communication magic array was something I had created with all my heart and soul, and it was engraved on a mithril alloy board. Even if you smashed down on it with a decently-sized stone, it was so sturdy it wouldn’t break.
    

    
      “The mages have also been unable to find the culprit.”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      Since the chief knight in charge of covert security had said so, I could only agree.
    

    
      “Who was in charge of the communication room’s security yesterday?” I asked nonchalantly while walking to my office. It was important, so the commanding-level knights took shifts to guard the communication room.
    

    
      “Sir Berketh has been in charge of the communication room’s safety for the last few days.”
    

    
      ‘Berketh…’
    

    
      He was a Nerman-native Skyknight under Baroness Janice. Because he was one of the first members of my crew to overcome tough times with me, he was quite trusted.
    

    
      “Call Sir Hasifor and the Skyknights under him to the communication room.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      I had no choice but to track down the spy with people I could trust.
    

    
      ‘Whoever it is, I will never forgive them!’
    

    
      I kept my face expressionless, but inside, I was boiling over with rage. The traitor had sold off Nerman for the sake of their own advancement. Whoever it was, I could never forgive them.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      The communication room was located in the Weyn Covert basement. Because the array required maximum protection from external attack, I had taken a room that was previously used as a prison and transformed it into a facility that was now comfortable and secure thanks to various magic arrays. However, the appearance of the communication magic array in front of me made me groan.
    

    
      ‘It was properly gouged using mana.’
    

    
      This was definitely the handiwork of someone on the level of a knight. A regular soldier’s spear or sword couldn’t make a single scratch on the mithril alloy board. I was able to spot a tiny cut so cleverly placed that other mages wouldn’t be able to find it. There was a gouge in the ancient Runic used to increase the communication range.
    

    
      ‘There’s no time to repair the array.’
    

    
      Returning the array to its original state would take several hours of my full concentration. However, I didn’t have that time right now. With enemies coming at any time, I couldn’t sit around and peacefully repair a magic array.
    

    
      
        Thud thud. Creak.
      
    

    
      “Master, did you call?”
    

    
      I had sent everyone, even the guards, outside. The beastmen came in.
    

    
      “I have a request to make.”
    

    
      “Speak, Master.”
    

    
      I needed to buy time. There were barely 100 wyverns left in the covert right now, and most of them were people trained only in basic flight. I couldn’t face veteran, elite Skyknights with them. I needed to gather all the territory’s Skyknights here, and for that, I needed time.
    

    
      “If you fly to the place I specify now, you should find a flock of crazed birds flying towards Nerman. Give them a taste of magic every now and then and allow them to sightsee the territory a little, at least until the moon has reached its peak in the sky.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      My request was casually said, and the response was just as simple. I referred to the Laviter Empire’s wyverns as a flock of 500 crazed birds. That was a fleet of wyverns that could rival the entire force of a kingdom, but the beastmen didn’t even ask for more details. They would probably cast magic and harangue the flock just as I commanded.
    

    
      As for me? I was going to prepare a nice surprise using that time.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘To think the lord has already returned.’
    

    
      The Lord’s unexpected return was like someone sneezing into your delicious soup. When he returned to the covert’s clearing from a leisurely patrol flight, he saw the Lord’s hybrid wyvern taking a nap as if deeply exhausted.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. That’s right, sleep well. You will never have another day of rest anyway.’
    

    
      Immediately after confirming the Lord’s departure, he sent Count Lukence a lumikar, using a newest breed that was the smallest but fastest among lumikars. Moreover, he sent it from a remote place, so no one knew.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      His wyvern flapped vigorously as it landed in the covert. Behind him, the wyverns of the subordinate Skyknights that had gone on patrol with him also landed.
    

    
      “Salute!”
    

    
      The soldiers waiting on the ground fired off a military salute at him.
    

    
      “Thanks for your hard work.”
    

    
      The man who leisurely unclasped the safety ring and jumped down from his wyvern had a long face reminiscent of a horse. His lips were upturned in a big smile.
    

    
      After tonight, the owner of Nerman would change. He did not doubt that his true master would be here very soon.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Fort Ciaris, do you copy?”
    

    
      “This is Fort Ciaris. Who is on the other end?”
    

    
      “The Lord.”
    

    
      “Salute!”
    

    
      ‘He sure went all out.’
    

    
      I had a rough idea of who the spy was. He was someone who could damage the array while evading the watchful eyes of the regular knights stationed in the communicator room. After some investigation, it turned out that the person I suspected had gone into the communicator room alone during the knights’ mealtime. And not long after that, the communicator broke down. Because there wasn’t much need to contact anyone while I was away, the fact that it had become broken was discovered belatedly.
    

    
      “Relay my order to Sir Ryker at once. Immediately bring all of the wyverns to Gadain Castle, where communications with Denfors are possible. Tell him to be particularly careful to maintain a secure communication line with Denfors at all times on the way there!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      When the person I suspected as the spy arrived in Denfors, I took Bebeto out with patrolling as an excuse and flew towards Fort Ciaris. It was a natural thing for a lord concerned about his territory to do, so that person didn’t suspect a thing. We flew at max speed and came into communication range with the fort.
    

    
      ‘They’ll hold off on attacking while the sun is up, since they’re most likely aiming for a surprise attack.’
    

    
      Having tasted wretched defeat once, they wouldn’t attack carelessly. If the enemy had any brains, they would aim to attack at night, when the ballistas would be difficult to use and they could induce chaos to massacre our wyverns at will. I could clearly guess their intentions inside and out from the fact that they hadn’t brought any infantry with them. Additionally, considering that they had come precisely while I was away, there was no doubt they were aiming to paralyze the center of Nerman, Denfors. They were well aware that even I wouldn’t be able to stage a comeback with Denfors in ruins. That was where all our forces were concentrated.
    

    
      ‘I’m sure Hasifor is doing a good job.’
    

    
      Since I could pick up on the special troop’s message from the sea, that meant the enemies were attacking from the northernmost region of the Kovilan Mountains. A suicide squad of five beastmen had flown off towards such enemies. If they had done as I commanded, a skirmish would be breaking out in midair very soon. 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      BOOOOOOM! Flash. Craaaaaash!
    

    
      “Kuaaaaghh!”
    

    
      
        KWEEEEEEEEH!
      
    

    
      Explosions of magic came crashing down like lightning on a sunny day.
    

    
      While they were having their final break to prepare for the battle ahead of them, Gold Wyverns from the Imperial Family had flown towards them from the direction of the capital. Since the Gold Wyverns appeared from the direction of the Laviter Empire, a portion of the 50 wyverns patrolling the air went to greet them when magic suddenly exploded in their midst like lightning, sending around ten wyverns to the ground.
    

    
      The attacks were upper-circle spells of at least the 5th Circle, the level at which wyvern armor was ineffective. And because there weren’t just one or two spells, but a barrage of lightning, wind, and sonic boom spells, the wyverns on the receiving end could not endure the assault.
    

    
      “E-Enemy appearance!”
    

    
      “Enemies have appeared!”
    

    
      “All forces, go aloft!”
    

    
      The Skyknights who were resting after feeding their wyverns to the brim by attacking an orc village hurriedly jumped onto their wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Those bastards!’
    

    
      Lukence was just as flustered as they were. The attacking wyverns were only a small party, so he didn’t think they were enemies. But in the end, the gutsy flight of five rained down a reckless attack before starting to flee towards Nerman with their tails tucked in.
    

    
      ‘Could it be that our attack was leaked?’
    

    
      An ominous thought swept through his head.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip. BOOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      “Aaaahhh!”
    

    
      “Catch them! Catch those bastards!”
    

    
      The alarmed Skyknights had hastily gone aloft before Lukence even gave the order to attack. A knight’s pride could not simply allow the bastards—who had fired off a second round as if to ridicule them—to flee.
    

    
      
        Flap flap flap flap flap, flap flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      With a flurry of wingbeats, 500 Laviter Empire wyverns filled the air. They began to fly in full force, furiously chasing the Gold Wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Nerman is without her lord anyway. It should be fine to give chase.’
    

    
      He was displeased by the hastiness of the knights in giving chase without his command, but Lukence decided to attack anyway. He went into the air with wyvern and followed the Laviter Skyknights.
    

    
      His wyvern flapped energetically, completely unaware that Nerman’s master had already returned...
      

    

    
      
        Clang clang clang!
      
    

    
      “Prepare for battle! Prepare for battle!”
    

    
      At the sudden emergency battle command, Denfors’ garrisoned troops quickly assumed battle positions. The ballistas on the castle walls defending Denfors were turned to prepare for wyvern attack, and the knights and soldiers ran around busily. The elves had retreated to the Elven Village in my absence, and I had the dwarves moved to a safe place underground. I looked over the covert with satisfaction, watching the knights and soldiers responding rapidly to my command. Their actions were swift, as was natural for men who had already undertaken two large-scale battles.
    

    
      ‘We’ve gathered all the wyverns stationed in Orakk Castle and Fort Ciaris. All that’s left is to wait for them to come.’
    

    
      I would have liked to fly over and personally give them a fireworks show, but now wasn’t the time. Those bastards had tried to rob the house while the owner was gone. I wanted to beat them up so badly they wouldn’t be able to see the light of day again.
    

    
      ‘But before that, I have to take care of the traitor.’
    

    
      I was 99% sure of the traitor’s identity. Before I flew off to gather the Skyknights, I had given Derval an order to go to the suspect’s house and look for evidence. 
    

    
      Derval must have finished collecting the evidence around now. The traitor had revealed himself much more easily than I expected. If I hadn’t found out about him, he would have become a bigger issue later.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘W-What’s going on!’
    

    
      
        Clang clang clang.
      
    

    
      “Prepare for battle! Prepare for battle!”
    

    
      Berketh jumped out of his wyvern’s hangar at the sound of the clanging bell and the urgent footsteps of the garrisoned troops.
    

    
      “Until there’s a special order from the top, all wyverns are prohibited from going aloft! We have received news that the Laviter Empire’s wyverns have just crossed the Kovilan Mountains! All Skyknights are to wait in front of their hangars in preparation to go aloft!”
    

    
      Brisk commands were given from the mana loudspeaker installed in the covert. Berketh, who had been planning on escaping the territory in the evening by using a patrol as an excuse, felt cold sweat run down his back.
    

    
      Until the sun set, the Empire’s attack had to remain a secret. Despite Lord Kyre’s return, he had gone out on patrol like usual, and with the 100 or so wyverns in Denfors, Nerman would definitely be crushed. However, if all of the forces were alerted and prepared for a battle, the situation would be very different.
    

    
      ‘I-I have to tell them… I have to tell them that Kyre knows!’
    

    
      Moreover, Nerman had their invincible lord, Kyre, the ruler of the skies. If he was aware of the empire’s raid, Berketh absolutely needed to inform Count Lukence of that.
    

    
      Skyknights came dashing over, taking up position in front of their wyverns. Berketh could not even run away. In addition, he didn’t know where Lukence was, so he couldn’t send a lumikar.
    

    
      
        Cla-cla-clank.
      
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      And that wasn’t all. Before he realized it, dozens of knights had silently gathered around his hangar. In their hands were Blessed Spears. The moment he attempted to get away on his wyvern, he would end up with as many holes as a beehive. That many knights were encircling the hangar of Berketh’s wyvern.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      Berketh unconsciously gulped. He realized that something had gone wrong, and very, very wrong, at that.
    

    
      ‘K-Kyre…’
    

    
      And then, Kyre’s name appeared in his thoughts. Lord Kyre was still young, but had grasped complete control over Nerman and had taken the continent by storm.
    

    
      He was more terrifying than expected.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Those bastards!’
    

    
      The five Gold Wyverns flew just outside firing range, barely out of reach but close enough to catch. The sun was already sinking under the horizon, shining with the last of its strength for the day, and the Laviter Empire’s Skyknights were flying through Nerman’s plains, maintaining flight formation as they had been trained despite being in close pursuit.
    

    
      ‘Something’s wrong.’
    

    
      Lukence was no fool. He had lost Nerman to a rookie named Kyre, but at one point, he had been a mastermind with Nerman in his grasp. And right now, he was getting a bad feeling. He couldn’t quite put a finger on it, but he felt his head whirling.
    

    
      ‘We can’t go back. If I miss this chance, I won’t have another.’
    

    
      He had been able to take command because of the Emperor’s unconditional support. If he returned empty-handed, his head would definitely be parted from his body. Whether he lived or died, Lukence had to destroy the nucleus of Nerman, Denfors. He stamped down his ominous thoughts, biting his lips.
    

    
      ‘We’ll be at Denfors soon.’
    

    
      Before he knew it, the setting sun had disappeared, and the black glimmerings of twilight had started setting in. They had chased the enemy wyverns all this way, but he had no regrets. By the time they reached Denfors, only the moon and stars would shine down upon them.
    

    
      Once 500 Skyknights hurled their Blessed Spears in the darkness, something as insignificant as Denfors would certainly come to ruin.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I-I pay my respects to my liege.”
    

    
      Upon my arrival, a certain man lowered his head with a tense expression. As expected for a person who could use mana, he had picked up on the dark mood.
    

    
      “You’ve worked very hard, Sir Berketh.”
    

    
      “N-Not at all, sir.”
    

    
      When I praised him with a big grin, Berketh instantly grew flustered. His horse-like face seemed particularly long today.
    

    
      “No, you did work hard. You used your head night and day for the liege you serve, so I can only imagine your exhaustion.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The horse-headed knight grew whiter and whiter at my displeased words bristling with big, thorny barbs. Even in the dimming light of sunset, I could clearly see Berketh’s blanching face.
    

    
      “Has it already been 1 year since I met you?”
    

    
      When I first arrived in Nerman after a long journey, Janice and the knights under her command had offered me a drink. The memory of them giving the lonely me back then a drink flashed in my head.
    

    
      “I won’t ask you why you did it.”
    

    
      There was no time to drag things out. I had received a message from Hasifor through the communicator in my helmet just now. He said that the enemies would soon reach the skies above Denfors.
    

    
      “Even if I could forgive anything else in the world… I will never associate the word ‘forgiveness’ with betrayal. There’s only one end for a traitor, and that is death.”
    

    
      I didn’t want to hear his excuses. Because of this person standing in front of me, thousands and thousands of Nerman’s lives were put into danger. I would have liked to destroy his mana core and make him slave away for a lifetime in a mine without ever seeing the light of day again. However, at one point, he had been my knight. I would give him one final mercy.
    

    
      “W-What are you talking about? Betrayal?! Your humble servant has never betrayed you!”
    

    
      Of course there was no way he would have anything like a conscience.
    

    
      “Huhu…”
    

    
      And I wasn’t one to believe such unscrupulousness.
    

    
      “Derval, bring it.”
    

    
      Knights had gathered around us. They were supposed to prepare for flight, but they knew that the scene unfolding before their eyes was serious.
    

    
      “Here it is, sir,” Derval said, extending a black box.
    

    
      “W-What is this!” shouted Berketh in alarm.
    

    
      “Look carefully. To see in which direction the thing that comes out of here will fly.”
    

    
      I opened the box.
    

    
      
        Flap flap flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      As soon as I opened the box, a bird immediately flew to one direction, as if it was used to doing so.
    

    
      “L-Lumikar!”
    

    
      “It’s in the direction of the Laviter Empire!”
    

    
      The knights shouted in surprise.
    

    
      “DIE!”
    

    
      With that cry, I felt a sharp bloodthirst all over my body.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “M-My liege!!!”
    

    
      Screams came from every direction.
    

    
      
        Schwip. Bam!
      
    

    
      And then came a short whistle, along with the dull sound of impact.
    

    
      A single Blessed Spear had punched through Berketh’s airplate, plunging straight into his heart. Holding his sword, which had lost the brilliance of mana like a deflated balloon, Berketh looked into the direction from which the spear had flown.
    

    
      “Ja...nice…”
    

    
      As the corrupted man opened his mouth to speak the name of the woman who had hurled a spear into his heart, blood came surging out.
    

    
      “Why… Why did you do such a thing!”
    

    
      She was crying. Janice, who had flown urgently to Denfors from Fort Ciaris at my orders, had hurled a spear of death at Berketh, a man who had once been her retainer. Tears were flowing down her cheeks, her sadness as great as her trust.
    

    
      “Sor…”
    

    
      
        Thud.
      
    

    
      Unable to utter his apology to the liege he had served before me, Berketh fell to his knees, supported by the spear going through his chest. 
    

    
      ".....!"
    

    
      The knights around us had fallen into a state of panic. They weren’t idiots, so they had realized what had just happened.
    

    
      The betrayal of a commanding-level knight, and his execution.
    

    
      “Go aloft at once! Laviter’s troops will soon appear!”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooo! Kaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      As soon as I said the words, a group of wyverns appeared in the darkening skies above Denfors. It was the arrival of the 2nd Flight that had been stationed in Orakk Castle.
    

    
      “Go aloft!”
    

    
      This was no time to be sitting still. The crisis was far too near to mourn the death of a traitor.
    

    
      ‘Sons of bitches…’
    

    
      They really didn’t give me any time to rest. I hadn’t been able to ask the dead Berketh his exact reasoning, but those Laviter bastards had won over one of Nerman’s core knights.
    

    
      Tonight, I would grant them a beautiful hell.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 154: For Paradise
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘S-Something’s off!’
    

    
      While chasing the Nerman-affiliated Gold Wyverns, the Laviter Empire’s Skyknights had naturally shifted into attack formation. With only the dim lighting of the crescent moon to guide their path, they maintained a wedge-shaped attack formation. That was the result of bloody training. If another kingdom had seen this, they wouldn’t have been able to hold back sounds of awe at the imperial troops’ incredible skills.
    

    
      However, the Commander, Count Lukence, tasted a surge of bitterness in his mouth. He could draw a picture of Nerman with his eyes closed. In no time at all, he could see Nerman’s central city, Denfors, in the distance.
    

    
      ‘There are no lights…’
    

    
      Nerman’s lively central city should be dazzling with the light of magic lamps and fires at this time, but Denfors was dark and quiet, like an uninhabited ghost town. More alarmingly, the air above the city was seething with a taut, sharp energy. Anyone who could use mana knew what this feeling was. It was bloodthirst.
    

    
      ‘I-It can’t be, they lured us?’
    

    
      He had struggled to ignore the ominous feeling he’d had before coming here. However, he could feel it clearly now.
    

    
      Denfors.
    

    
      Whatever it was, a certain something was waiting for them in Denfors.
    

    
      “Attack the covert first!”
    

    
      They could not stop. This opportunity was too perfect to follow his instincts, which warned of danger. Even if the enemies knew they were coming, he wasn’t afraid.
    

    
      As long as that man named Kyre wasn’t here, before the night was over, Denfors would be burned to ashes.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      As the darkness crept in, I could feel the still-cold air settling over my airplate. I was protected with magic, so I didn’t feel the cold, but because of the fierce rage simmering inside my heart, a frosty air filled the inside of my armor.
    

    
      And then, I saw them—the Laviter invaders, transitioning into ground bombing formation and pouring mana into their spears, unaware of the wyverns looming over their heads. They were crossing the pitch-black Denfors’ castle walls and charging towards the covert.
    

    
      ‘There’s no better position.’
    

    
      In Weyn Covert, a gift had been prepared for the invaders.
    

    
      “All forces, turn upwards and look to the sky!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      My Skyknights had formed an array high above Denfors. I gave an order to the flight leaders, then closed my eyes. All of the wyverns and Skyknights followed suit, turning their heads upwards. 
    

    
      In Weyn Covert, as well as various places on the Denfors castle walls, defensive magic arrays had been rigged in advance. Some of them were glowing blue, absorbing mana in preparation for ignition.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      The attacking Lukence and Laviter Skyknights saw a few forms looking like wyverns in Weyn Covert. The Gold Wyverns of the mages that had attacked them and fled had disappeared into thin air. And Denfors, the target of their attack, clearly appeared to be in a defenseless state. The fact that the lights were off was suspicious, but the sight of the wyverns resting outside their hangars in the darkness gave them a sense of relief.
    

    
      ‘T-That is—!’
    

    
      However, that feeling of relief was short-lived. Lukence and the Skyknights, who were filling their Blessed Spears with mana in preparation for a salvo, were able to clearly make out the wyverns lying down motionlessly.
    

    
      They were bales of hay used to feed horses, cut into wyvern shapes.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Before anyone could be alarmed, blue light suddenly began to glow in the covert and the nearby surroundings.
    

    
      ‘Magic!’
    

    
      He wasn’t a mage, so he didn’t know exactly what kind of magic it was, but it was obviously the light and mana flow of some uncommon magic.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      His mouth opened in an unconscious moan. He had the defensive array on his wyvern’s armor and there was still at least 200 meters of distance in between, but the mere glow of the spell made his heart thump.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      And then, having finished its initiation, the magic array activated.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip.
      
    

    
      A score of magic attacks surged into the air, drawing a long trail in the dark night. The eyes of the attacking Skyknights naturally followed the magic.
    

    
      
        FLAAAAAAAASH!
      
    

    
      The rising magic exploded in midair. However, there was no explosion, only an enormous burst of light that instantly turned the world white.
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      “Gaahh!”
    

    
      The Skyknights blankly watching the magic instantly clenched their eyes closed. They could not see. Their vulnerable eyes were burned by the white light several times brighter than the sun.
    

    
      
        KUAAAAAGH! KIAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!
      
    

    
      Suffering damage to their eyes right along with the Skyknights, the wyverns screamed as they flailed in panic.
    

    
      ‘T-They got us.’
    

    
      Lukence opened his eyes to figure out the situation, but his damaged retinas saw nothing. This unimaginable method of attack using what was certainly the 1st Circle Light spell had rendered 500 Skyknights blind in an instant.
    

    
      “ATTACK!”
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa! Kiaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      While blinded, they heard a mana-charged cry above them, followed by the fierce cries of wyverns.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiiiiip! Sch-sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip.
      
    

    
      Because they were blinded, the whistling of the spears coming towards them sounded louder than ever.
    

    
      ‘K-Kyre…’
    

    
      Lukence clearly realized the situation, all too late.
    

    
      He was back.
    

    
      Nerman’s Lord, Kyre.
    

    
      The God of War had descended from the heavens to protect his land.
      

    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The 1st Circle Light spells instantly burst into effect. My eyes were raised upwards, but my eyes briefly lost function from the incredible light that seemed to melt even the moon away.
    

    
      “Guaaagh!”
    

    
      
        KUAAAAAAAAAAA.
      
    

    
      Below, came the screams of Skyknights and wyverns. If the magic had this much effect on people looking away, it was possible that those who looked directly at it would be permanently blinded.
    

    
      ‘Impressive.’
    

    
      Using my experience fighting wyverns with light and sound magic, I had installed defensive magic on the castle walls long ago, making Light magic arrays using Grade 3 magic crystals. They were defensive arrays only I knew about, kept a secret from the other knights, and I had set them right and proper. The Light spell might only be 1st Circle magic with no offensive power, but if it was made with a mana amount corresponding to the 6th Circle, the effect would be on a different level entirely. Add the fact that it wasn’t just one array, but dozens of them, and anyone on the receiving end would be rendered hopelessly blind.
    

    
      ‘Shall we start the harvest?’
    

    
      After the brief moment of blurriness faded and my original eyesight returned, I turned Bebeto to look downwards.
    

    
      ‘What a mess.’
    

    
      The Laviter Empire wyverns that had been flying in perfect order just moments ago were now flailing haphazardly in the air.
    

    
      
        Baaam! Crash!
      
    

    
      There were wyverns crashing into each other, as well as a constant stream of wyverns that flew downwards at full speed and crashed.
    

    
      “ATTACK!” I commanded.
    

    
      “YES, SIR!” the voices of my knights piercing through my helmet, their voices full of loyalty.
    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip. Schwiiiiiiiiiiip.
      
    

    
      As commanded, Nerman’s wyverns plunged into a fierce plummet, like a hawk chasing prey. They had been surrounding the enemies in every direction except for the one in which they had come.
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip.
      
    

    
      Blessed Spears cut through the air, long trails of mana unfurling behind them.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-bam. Kuaaaaaaaaagh!
      
    

    
      “Aaaahhhhhhhh!”
    

    
      A cacophony of screams filled the air. In the midst of that, knights and wyverns that had barely managed to recover a little eyesight began to flee, driven by their survival instinct.
    

    
      
        Flaaaash.
      
    

    
      However, our Skyknights were not the only ones setting their sights on the enemy. In no time at all, Nerman’s knights and soldiers had taken their places at the anti-wyvern ballistas and were firing magic bolts at the fleeing wyverns.
    

    
      
        THUUUUD! THUD! THUD!
      
    

    
      The sound of heavy impact as the wyverns crashed into the ground could be heard again and again.
    

    
      
        Kweeeeehh…
      
    

    
      Their dying screams rang out endlessly. And at some point, the wyverns that had blackened Denfors’ skies disappeared.
    

    
      The short, but fierce battle had ended.
    

    
      Today as well, the Goddess of Victory, Ormion, was gracing me with a warm smile.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I-It’s coming! Dodge!”
    

    
      
        Kweeeeeeeeegh!
      
    

    
      A wyvern that was speared in the elbow joint of its right wing joint wobbled as it came crashing down on a covert hangar. Denfors and the covert had already been lit by magic lamps and various lights. At the warning shout of the garrisoned soldier, people scrambled to evade the wyvern as it fell.
    

    
      
        Kweh...
      
    

    
      Because of the great weight of its body, the wyvern crushed an entire hangar in its haphazard crash. Amidst a cloud of dust, the wyvern gave a miserable cry, showing off its powerful vitality.
    

    
      “Pour the sleeping drug!”
    

    
      Their preparations were perfect. Holding holy water and powerful sedatives produced through alchemy, the soldiers ran towards the wyverns.
    

    
      ‘My liege! You are amazing!’
    

    
      Derval was watching yet another legend unfolding today. All of the enemy wyverns that had endangered Denfors up until moments ago had disappeared. The sky was instead full of Nerman’s courageous wyverns.
    

    
      However, Derval was only following one wyvern—a black wyvern with golden stripes that gleamed in the moonlight. On top of that wyvern, the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, was standing with the reins in his hands, drawing a long arc in the air as he flew around the city.
    

    
      “Knights and soldiers, capture the enemy wyverns that have crashed outside the city!”
    

    
      Despite the swell of emotions he was feeling, Derval did not forget to give timely commands.
    

    
      His liege, Kyre, brought about a landslide victory using an outrageous method no one could have imagined. 
    

    
      After today, a warning would ring across the continent.
    

    
      Anyone who invaded Nerman carelessly would suffer a miserable disgrace, just like the Laviter Empire.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Just what is your identity?’
    

    
      Formerly a princess of the Bajran Empire, but currently merely a political exile, Princess Igis joined the battle with Nerman’s wyverns.
    

    
      However, before she could hurl a single spear, the battle ended. She was in the rear in the first place, but hundreds of wyverns turned tail and crashed into the ground like meteors before she could even take part.
    

    
      “All Skyknights, land in the new covert!”
    

    
      A whirlwind of commands was echoing in the air. The enemy Skyknights didn’t know about the communication magic installed in the helmets of the leader-rank Skyknights. That magic was incredibly helpful during an aerial fight. Instead of individual flights making judgement calls on their own, the entire force could respond organically in perfect order under one person’s command.
    

    
      And that, too, was part of today’s landslide victory.
    

    
      “Kyre…”
    

    
      Igis called Kyre’s name once, her voice low. She stared at the sight of his dashing back as he flew under the moonlight.
    

    
      As she did so, she believed that he would protect not just Nerman, but her forever… 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Congratulations on the overwhelming victory.”
    

    
      “Congratulations!”
    

    
      Knights jumped down from the wyverns landing one after another in the expansive covert inside the new unfinished castle. And then, they saluted me as I landed, sending me hot gazes.
    

    
      ‘Phew…’
    

    
      I let out a long sigh, feeling at last like I had returned home.
    

    
      ‘It’s nice that it’s big.’
    

    
      The new covert wasn’t formally being used yet. The hangars had been made at least twice as large as standard hangars, and the runway and massive clearing were plenty big enough for hundreds of wyverns to land simultaneously. My knights were gathered in the central clearing of such a covert.
    

    
      “Well done, everyone.”
    

    
      A crisis had come because of the traitor, but we gained much because of him as well. Wyverns that could nearly make up two regiments had been reduced to mincemeat. No matter how much military power the Laviter Empire had, they wouldn’t be able to attack Nerman for a while after the damage they took today. There was no way they wouldn’t know that if things went wrong for them, even the existence of their empire could be at stake.
    

    
      ‘We’ll have to recruit more Skyknights.’
    

    
      As long as they didn’t die, the wyverns could be reused. It was possible they had lost their vision because of the Light spells, but with a little holy water, most of that could be healed.
    

    
      “My liege, please punish me.”
    

    
      I hadn’t yet jumped down from Bebeto’s back because I was looking at all the knights coming this way. At that time, Janice stepped forward and bowed low. She knew that because of the betrayal of one of her former subordinates, Nerman had faced great danger.
    

    
      “If I am to punish you, I should first punish myself.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      At my words, Janice raised her head, her eyes wet with tears.
    

    
      “Berketh was… my knight. This happened because I lacked virtue as his liege, and I cannot fault anyone else for it.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      In fact, I felt more pity for Janice. She had relied on him all this time, believing he was her retainer. His betrayal had probably shocked her more than it did me. Punishing such a person did not stand to reason.
    

    
      “My liege, how about it? We should have a festival today, no?” said Ryker, this scoundrel who only ever had eating and playing in his heart.
    

    
      “Everyone, you have done well! Because you are here, I can be happy today as well. My knights! Let us raise the glass of victory to our hearts’ content today! I permit you all to raise a toast to the Goddess of Victory, Ormion, and the Goddess of Festivities, Sapphire!”
    

    
      “YEAAAAAHHHH!”
    

    
      “Long live Nerman!”
    

    
      “Long live Lord Kyre!!!!”
    

    
      The knights cheered, rejoicing like little children. 
    

    
      A small moment of joy had come on the heels of the violent wind of battle.
    

    
      A tranquil smile appeared on my lips. If I was with these people, Nerman would always be full of mirth.
    

    
      Tomorrow, we would run again… Towards the paradise that would be completed for me and all who lived in Nerman.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 155: Black Fox’s Visit
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Craaaaash!
      
    

    
      An armrest made of gold was crushed into pieces.
    

    
      “H-He dares…”
    

    
      The Emperor of the Laviter Empire, the ruler of the continent, normally did not show his emotions. However, right now, the Blade Master’s rage was enveloping the palace with a suffocating bloodlust.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The unbelievable news of defeat had flown in after the start of the morning court. Because something well and truly big had happened, the Information Guild delivered the news to the palace without charging money.
    

    
      “To think not a single Skyknight was able to return! All the knights We were proud of… WERE DEFEATED?!?!?!”
    

    
      The usually inscrutable Emperor gave a shout of rage. The several dozen high-ranking nobles gathered in the throne room kept their heads low, their faces pale. If sparks were to fly, even having ten necks would not be enough to keep their lives. They waited for the Emperor’s murderous rage to subside.
    

    
      “Argh…”
    

    
      Hadveria was so enraged that the sound of his gnashing could be heard inside the throne room.
    

    
      Cold and frosty mana came streaming from his body.
    

    
      “From this moment forth, Nerman will be treated as the greatest enemy of our empire. We hereby proclaim that any and all merchant groups or other parties who collude with Nerman will be considered an enemy of the empire!”
    

    
      The empire’s greatest enemy, named by the Emperor himself. Until that opponent was eliminated, war would rage on.
    

    
      “By Your Majesty’s will!”
    

    
      The nobles who had been shocked stiff hurried to bow their heads.
    

    
      “A state of emergency shall be declared over the entire army, and besides the minimum required troops from the Southern and Northern Corps, the Western Corps will mobilize!”
    

    
      The Emperor gave a stream of commands.
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      The nobles bowed their heads again.
    

    
      “He dares to bring such disgrace to Us and the empire…”
    

    
      Nerman was a county, but it hadn’t measured up to a county of the empire. Yet within one year, it had been declared the Laviter Empire’s greatest enemy.
    

    
      
        Whoooosh.
      
    

    
      A cold wind gusted through the throne room, where not a single breeze from the outside could reach.
    

    
      All because of one man named Kyre.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I think the sculptures decorating the yard can be harmonized in this fashion.”
    

    
      “Hooh, the more I see you, the more you surprise me. How is it possible that a human can know more about architecture than a dwarf?”
    

    
      The latest Laviter invasion wasn’t our first or second battle, so the aftermath was cleaned up quickly. The wyverns that had lost their lives or could not be saved were skinned and stored away in the warehouses, and the ones that could be used went into re-education with concentrated healing using holy water.
    

    
      ‘We got another 200 this time.’
    

    
      Their recovery could not be guaranteed because of the severe damage they had taken to their eyes, but Derval told me that at least 200 wyverns were captured. We could have saved more wyverns with a little more time, but the situation didn’t permit that.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, once we recruit the Skyknights, our enemies will be in for it!’
    

    
      If the wyverns could be perfectly assimilated into our forces, we would have at least 400 wyverns, a number that could hardly be imagined for a mere territory. With such numbers, even if I wasn’t there, Nerman could stand up to any enemy. We would have the military power of a small kingdom.
    

    
      “Hey, longlegs, I said that’s wrong! That part has to be very artfully done to make it a proper castle gate. How can you set the frame so ignorantly?!”
    

    
      “Hmph! What would short-legged people know about art? No matter how you look at it, this is better.”
    

    
      “Argh, so frustrating! Is everyone who grew up eating grass in the mountains like this?! Why’re you saying something as ridiculous as an orc eating grass?!”
    

    
      In the plains in front of the cave Dwarven Village, the new Dwarven Village was about 90% finished. It was a small castle-city, but the dwarves were giving it their all. Around ten elves were helping them with spirits. Friendship between the elves and dwarves had sprouted during the manual labor in Nerman’s construction sites, and they were working together while squabbling at each other.
    

    
      “I never thought that the day we would cooperate with elves again would come. Our predecessors brought masterpieces to life with the help of the elves, you see.”
    

    
      Patriarch Cassiars was gazing at the elves with a contented look.
    

    
      ‘Masterpieces, huh… kukuku.’
    

    
      My facial expression didn’t change, but my eyes were shining from the happiness I felt in my heart. The dwarves were already making the continent’s best luxury arms, ornaments, and various products, but with the addition of the elves’ magic and summoning ability, works of art beyond all imagination would be created. And all of those masterpieces were directly linked to money, so much money that they could fully line my and the territory’s pockets with Gold.
    

    
      “Did you find new iron mines?”
    

    
      “Of course. We found them with the help of the elves. Even if we continue consuming minerals at our current pace, there should be enough mines to last us for a hundred years, no problem.”
    

    
      ‘The preparations are perfect.’
    

    
      Iron was the mineral with the greatest consumption, so I was relieved to hear that we would have no shortage of it for a century.
    

    
      “Thank you for your hard work.”
    

    
      “What hard work… My life has never been as enjoyable as it is now. I can breathe the outside air as much as I want, and the work I want to do is overflowing. Haha. It’s all thanks to you, lad.”
    

    
      Someone with a crooked mindset might complain that they had too much work to do, but Patriarch Cassiars extolled my virtues with a sincerely thankful gaze.
    

    
      “I’m always so grateful for the way you and the other brothers feel.”
    

    
      “Ach, no need for that. That aside, when do you need the glass? If you tell me the size, we can start producing it right away.”
    

    
      “It would be great if you could start making it from tomorrow onwards.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      A good 1,000+ dwarves were losing sleep because of Nerman. Perhaps because of their ancestral blood, even the dwarven women had a profound expertise in the craftsmanship of very detailed sculptures or gems, and even those women were being put to work producing goods for Nerman.
    

    
      “Also, please take a look at this.”
    

    
      “What is it?” asked the Patriarch with interest as he looked at the blueprint I passed him. “What is this used for?”
    

    
      “They have to be carved with great attention to detail, and I also need you to make a hundred of each piece.”
    

    
      “A hundred?”
    

    
      The detailed images drawn on the blueprint depicted a flying Black Wyvern, Nerman Castle, a scene with the Kyre Road, and finally, my handsome face. Each one was on a canvas about as large as a dollar bill.
    

    
      “I see there are numbers on there.”
    

    
      “Does there happen to be something you can add to paper to make it tear-resistant and long-lasting?”
    

    
      “To paper? Of course. If the sap of the daknak tree is boiled and put in, you can make a very durable paper that won’t tear even with quite a lot of force.”
    

    
      “Is it easy to acquire?”
    

    
      “Naturally. They’ve got intense vitality, so they grow native in forests all over the mountains.”
    

    
      ‘Nice!’
    

    
      I grinned at the Patriarch’s words. Everything was falling into place, as if the gods really did love me.
    

    
      “With the Patriarch’s outstanding ability, around one month would be more than enough, right?” I asked, implying that I didn’t doubt his ability in the least.
    

    
      “Of course! Who are we? We’re the Clan of the Rock, the clan with the best dexterity among the dwarves! Just believe in us!”
    

    
      As long as you praised them a little, the dwarves would never say no. They were truly precious and valuable people I couldn’t live without.
    

    
      ‘Wait for me, merchant groups of the continent, as well as you empire bastards. I’ll shake you down to your roots!’ I thought wickedly.
    

    
      During the 21st century, humans had invented an evil way to cause economic failure. Though I had never learned it, it was deeply engraved in the wealth of knowledge Master Bumdalf had given me.
      

    

    
      ‘So busy, so damn busy!’
    

    
      Nerman Castle was still unfinished. The elves and dwarves, as well as the mage prisoners we hadn’t returned to the Laviter Empire, were working hard to finish its construction. Unlike the wyvern hangars that served little practical use and magnificent but superficial temple, the house I would live in required a detailed design. In order to reach a level of comfort that would be praised even on Earth, I had to inspect the blueprints again and again.
    

    
      The sound of my pen scratching filled the room as I signed the various documents Derval had given me. The territory’s financial matters had grown from the scale of a tiny kiosk to a supermarket. From the wages of the soldiers, to the wyvern-related costs, as well as various taxes and materials used in territory construction, everything needed to be paid by me. Of course, I wanted to foist it all off on Derval, but upon Derval’s urging that a lord needed to know the way the territory was operating, I ended up tackling the documents with the reluctance of someone being forced to eat a tube of wasabi.
    

    
      “We’ve got a huge surplus this month as well. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      Every so often, there would be people coming in on their own initiative to offer me a tribute(?). Our wyvern numbers were growing by leaps and bounds without even having to hatch them from eggs, and also we were also inundated with spears and costly military goods used for wyverns.
    

    
      Half a month had already passed since we checked the invasion of Laviter’s special troop. The grasses starting to sprout on the plains were now flush with green leaves. The territory was operating very comfortably… besides the bad news that the Bajran Empire was speeding up their preparations to wage war on Nerman, and that they were assembling wyvern troops near the Rual Mountains.
    

    
      ‘The magic towers are also quickly gathering mages.’
    

    
      I didn’t think that the magic towers would stay still after taking a hit from me. Just as I expected, the magic towers appeared to be preparing to attack Nerman by jumping on Bajran’s bandwagon.
    

    
      ‘Our attack method has been exposed, so they’ll probably make preparations…’
    

    
      I had my share of delightful fun with sound and light magic, but as long as the ones on the receiving end weren’t idiots, there would probably be few opportunities to reuse the same tactics. Moreover, if the mages of the continent’s magic towers joined the fray, it could backfire.
    

    
      ‘Because that damned Laviter Emperor declared us as an enemy nation, the merchant groups can’t come in, and now, we really have to hold out on our strength alone.’
    

    
      We were getting continental news from the lumikars sent by the Bajran Empire’s Rubis Merchants. Nerman’s information network wasn’t formally established yet, so as unfortunate as it was, we had to be satisfied with what information we could get from Rubis.
    

    
      ‘Give me just a little more time. Before the spring is over, Nerman will become an iron-walled fort.’
    

    
      The dwarves were busy pumping out ballistas, and Skyknights were being swiftly recruited. Thankfully, we were able to repair the damaged vision of all of the captured Laviter wyverns with holy water. Treating them quickly before they could really go permanently blind was effective.
    

    
      ‘Salt is also accumulating nearly every day, and it’s almost time to harvest the spring grain we sowed in the winter…’
    

    
      My hands were moving busily, but my head was working even harder. The same amount of time was given to everyone anyway. I didn’t have the time to be tired. Since it was time I had to spend with my eyes wide open anyway, I was going to enjoy the time I was given. It was my life, not anyone else’s. I would use this moment, which might never come again, to the fullest. I didn’t want to waste my life in a daze like an idiot.
    

    
      While I was working, I heard Derval’s characteristic light footsteps, then a knocking sound on my office door.
    

    
      “My liege, it’s Derval.”
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      Derval opened the door with a creak and came inside.
    

    
      ‘Did something happen?’
    

    
      Derval’s face looked a little perplexed.
    

    
      “Is something the matter?”
    

    
      “My liege, a guest has come to see you.”
    

    
      “A guest?”
    

    
      If Derval was calling them a guest, they couldn’t be an ordinary person.
    

    
      ‘Did someone come from the Laviter Empire?’
    

    
      We’d managed to capture around 200 Skyknights alive. The Laviter Skyknights escaped death by crashing, received prompt treatment, and were locked up in our prison. It was possible that the empire would dispatch a prisoner negotiator for them. Most of them were imperial nobles with peerages and were one of my tasty sources of extra income.
    

    
      “But… it’s that woman,” said Derval, making it clear that it was a woman he knew as well.
    

    
      “Who? Is she a woman you know as well?”
    

    
      Seeing as he didn’t call her a miss or a lady, I could tell she wasn’t a noble or a respected figure.
    

    
      “It is the Black Fox woman that we met before coming to Nerman.”
    

    
      “Black Fox… Ah!”
    

    
      At that name, I recalled a certain woman’s face.
    

    
      ‘What does a dark merchant group want with me?’
    

    
      The woman who asked me to call her Black Fox was an important figure of the dark merchant group operating in the capital of the Bajran Empire. I clearly remembered the woman who had sent dripping, lustful gazes to my underage self, her body sleek in black leather.
    

    
      ‘They picked up the scent.’
    

    
      If there was money to be had, dark merchants were faster to jump in than official continent merchant groups. There was no doubt they had come after catching a whiff of the money billowing out of Nerman.
    

    
      “Have her come in.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Still, because I had met her a few times, I felt a sense of familiarity with Black Fox. If she hadn’t sold spears to me back then, I wouldn’t be here now.
    

    
      Harmonious coexistence. The people of the world might fall under umbrellas of good and evil, but sometimes, there were times when we needed each other, just like a crocodile and a crocodile bird.
    

    
      ‘What profit is there to bring you all this way? Huhu.’
    

    
      I was thinking of the sexy beauty with black hair like me and unique red eyes when knocking came from my door.
    

    
      “Hoho, pardon my entrance.”
    

    
      A woman opened the door and came inside, wearing a shameless smile.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      To my surprise, Black Fox showed up wearing an airplate. Her slightly upturned eyes and curvy body were wrapped in a voluptuous aura.
    

    
      “Count Kyre~ It’s been a while. Hohoho.”
    

    
      ‘The hell? What’s with this mood?’
    

    
      She was acting cute, sending me a wink, and laying it on thick with the seduction with her high-pitched greeting.
    

    
      “Haha, it’s been a while.”
    

    
      I responded by taking on the appearance of a broad-minded high noble.
    

    
      “I was really surprised. It hasn’t been much longer than one year since we met and parted, but look at you, you’ve become a person of great fame on the continent… I really admire you.”
    

    
      ‘Just look at this older sis.’
    

    
      She jumped straight from her cutesy act to slathering me with praise. But hearing such pleasant words from a sexy, beautiful woman made me happy. To a young man with boiling, red-hot blood, praise from a beauty was a greater energy boost than any tonic.
    

    
      “That’s an over exaggeration, it’s not that impressive.”
    

    
      I displayed a virtue that didn’t suit me at all, humility.
    

    
      “Goodness, not that impressive? Don’t you know that on the continent, only fools and children don’t know of you? I, Fermoian, can only sincerely admire you. If I had known things would be like this, I would have deepened our relationship back then. You don’t know how much I regret it. Hohoho.”
    

    
      As she uttered the words ‘deepening our relationship’, she glanced over my body with an ambiguous gaze. 
    

    
      ‘I’m sure she’s bewitched several men like this.’
    

    
      Her seduction ability was so explosive that she could make most men fall over with just a few words.
    

    
      “That we have met again in this manner is also fate, is it not. Take a seat, let’s talk.” I gestured at a chair with the attitude of a master and the great lord of Nerman.
    

    
      “Your office is very cozy and vintage. It gives off an air as elegant and neat as Your Lordship’s personality.”
    

    
      ‘Neat, my ass…’
    

    
      To put it nicely, my office was ‘elegant’ and ‘neat’. But put it another way, it was a barebones office with not a single worthwhile object in it.
    

    
      “I’m only using it before I move to the new office, so there isn’t much to see.”
    

    
      A wealthy man didn’t need to fuss about exterior appearances in the here and now. I dismissed the state of my office with an unconcerned air.
    

    
      “On my way here, I saw that an enormous castle is being built…” Black Fox trailed off, implying a question.
    

    
      “With the slight increase in our wyverns, this place has become uncomfortable, so I built a small castle.”
    

    
      I indifferently showed off my broad-mindedness.
    

    
      “Congratulations. This young girl raised a toast in happiness every time she heard of Lord Kyre’s feats from afar.”
    

    
      Without a hitch, Black Fox smoothly buttered me up.
    

    
      ‘Oi oi, isn’t calling yourself a young girl a bit excessive?’
    

    
      She had eaten thousands of more meals than I had, and the amount of air she’d breathed in her years of life could fill the tank of a blue whale. Looking closer, I could see small wrinkles in the corner of her eyes.
    

    
      ‘Her age is similar to Irene, but I guess she doesn’t take care of her skin.’
    

    
      I did my best to pull myself together by honing in on Black Fox’s meager faults.
    

    
      “What brings you so far? What business does a black merchant group have in Nerman?”
    

    
      There was no need to drag out a discussion with a crafty person full of tricks. I looked into her shining red eyes as I asked for her real purpose in coming here. 
    

    
      Instead of responding, Black Fox gave me an inscrutable smile.
    

    
      “I would think Your Lordship would know the gist of it…” Black Fox trailed off, sounding me out.
    

    
      “Enlighten me,” I calmly responded. I wasn’t so foolish that I would take a loss from a few words.
    

    
      “A black merchant group is also a merchant group. And a merchant group always appears wherever there is profit. Our black merchant groups are particularly sensitive to profit.”
    

    
      ‘Holy moly, you can see the glint in her eyes.’ 
    

    
      A crafty light was coming from Black Fox’s eyes, like Superman’s laser eyes.
    

    
      “Profit? My humble Nerman shouldn’t be able to offer enough profit to draw the interest of a black merchant group… Perhaps you were mistaken?”
    

    
      I purposefully feigned ignorance. Back then, Black Fox sold me spears at a price several times higher than their usual price. If I didn’t handle this carefully from the beginning, I would definitely eat a big loss.
    

    
      “Your Lordship~ Don’t be like that when you already know everything. Hoho, in our eyes, Nerman has good items scattered all over the place. The good-quality weapons, armor, and military goods the Laviter Empire army left behind, the captured wyverns and hide from the wyverns that were killed, various wyvern-related items, as well as good-quality salt that is the first of its kind on the continent and dwarven products, to name a few. Your Lordship is just too greedy. Hohoho.”
    

    
      Black Fox’s soprano laughter was pleasant to the ear.
    

    
      ‘She sure is well informed.’
    

    
      Since they were a group operating in the shadows, I was sure their information acquisition was faster. I might have closed off Nerman, but of course there were information agents from our enemies planted all over the place.
    

    
      “Pray tell, what does that have to do with a black merchant group?”
    

    
      “Your Lordship, you must have heard the rumors, right?”
    

    
      “What rumors?” I asked flatly, feigning ignorance again.
    

    
      “Did you not hear that the Emperor of the Laviter Empire proclaimed that any who makes contact with Nerman will be considered an enemy of the empire?”
    

    
      “Something like that happened?”
    

    
      Black Fox said with regret, “Goodness, so you didn’t know.”
    

    
      “But what does that have to do with me?”
    

    
      “Of course it has something to do with Your Lordship! Hoho, those goods would rust and become useless if they were left alone anyway. Your Lordship can seize this opportunity to sell them at full price through our merchant group. You can get around 10 Gold for each set of Laviter Empire standard military armor and weapons.”
    

    
      ‘10 Gold, you say…’
    

    
      It wasn’t a bad offer. The other merchant groups wouldn’t buy the empire’s standard arms for fear of offending the empire. The Rubis Merchants were also the same, so there was no mention of the military goods we had acquired in our trade talks.
    

    
      ‘We don’t really need them, since we’ll be making new good-quality weapons and armor for the territory’s troops anyway.’
    

    
      We didn’t have enough dwarven weapons to arm every soldier yet, but I didn’t need the Laviter weapons and armor piled up high in our warehouses.
    

    
      “I also heard that salt has filled Nerman’s warehouses; doesn’t Your Lordship need to sell that as well? The Rubis Merchants won’t be showing up in Nerman for the time being, you know.”
    

    
      As expected, Black Fox was honing right in on the money makers.
    

    
      “15 Gold for a full set of armor and weapons that can arm one soldier. And 1 Gold for every 10 kilograms of salt.”
    

    
      I frankly stated my prices.
    

    
      “Oh my, that’s too much. 10 Gold per set was already a sign of our sincerity to our most important customer…”
    

    
      “Feel free to decline. In any case, you won’t have an opportunity like this for the time being again.”
    

    
      We weren’t that desperate for money. However, the help of a merchant group was necessary for the plan I had devised to mess with the empires and merchant groups.
    

    
      “12 Gold, and we will accept the offered price for the salt.”
    

    
      Black Fox really knew how to strike a deal.
    

    
      “Deal.”
    

    
      ‘Nice! More money’s gonna stream in.’
    

    
      We had over 100,000 perfectly usable armor and weapon sets that we couldn’t get rid of otherwise. Our warehouses were overflowing with arms left by the Havis Kingdom’s soldiers in addition to the Laviter Empire.
    

    
      In fact, selling all of it would only amount to a little over 1 million Gold, a sum that couldn’t even buy a single wyvern, but how could the price of an infantry rifle possibly compare to that of a cutting edge F15 fighter jet? From what I heard, a rifle cost about $1,000, but a decent fighter jet cost a little under $100 million—that was how things were calculated in the 21st century. Things weren’t much different over here.
    

    
      “Your Lordship is indeed a decisive person.”
    

    
      “Can you also sell something else for us?”
    

    
      “Of course. Just say the word.”
    

    
      “Then please sell Blessed Spears as well.”
    

    
      “Wow! That’s something our merchant group strongly wants as well. Hohohoho.”
    

    
      Black Fox whooped at the mention of Blessed Spears. In truth, her real goal was undoubtedly profitable items like this rather than the minor goods. She had only started with a light jab to probe my intentions.
    

    
      “The price will be the official retail price of the magic towers, 1,000 Gold a piece.”
    

    
      “Goodness, we would welcome that price with open arms.”
    

    
      Blessed Spears were one of the things we had a surplus of now. The Laviter bastards that attacked us last time must have been planning to turn Denfors into Swiss cheese, because instead of the 20 spears on average that were loaded on wyverns for a battle, each wyvern came bearing 30. However, those idiots ended up crashing to the ground without being able to use many of them. Our already overflowing stock instantly swelled to 15,000 spears.
    

    
      “For now, I’ll trade just 5,000 battle-ready spears.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Your Lordship.”
    

    
      “However, we will only take payments in Gold issued by the Laviter Empire.”
    

    
      “Ah! T-That is…”
    

    
      When I stated we would be accepting payment only in cash instead of the merchant-issued gold tokens normally used in large-scale deals, Black Fox made an expression of shock for the first time. The merchant group would have to mobilize dozens of carriages to transport millions in cash.
    

    
      “If that’s not possible, then consider the deal off the table.”
    

    
      “No. Since Your Lordship is willing to go so far for us, it’s only natural that we show our sincerity. But um, is it alright if I ask why you want to be paid in imperial Gold?”
    

    
      This cute sis was asking for permission even though she had already posed the question.
    

    
      “Because I want to.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      How could a sparrow possibly understand the intent of a phoenix? At my flippant words, Black Fox’s smile faltered.
    

    
      “But how do you plan on taking everything out? If the Empire called a blockade on Nerman, the Havis Kingdom’s borders won’t open easily either…”
    

    
      “Hoho. I appreciate your concern, but that is something we will handle. We will take care of the goods perfectly as long as Your Lordship brings them to the Havis Kingdom borders.”
    

    
      ‘Man, you’ve gotta appreciate their guts.’
    

    
      The black merchants were as gutsy as I was. They might be people making a living in the shadows, but if Laviter retaliated, they would definitely take a blow. Despite that, they calmly appeared in my territory and negotiated a trade. According to the rumors, it was said that black merchants weren’t ruled by any particular person. They simply banded together, encroaching on the shadows of the continent. 
    

    
      If you looked at it one way, it was possible that they were a more terrifying opponent than the empire. Though of course, if they messed with me, I would chase them to the ends of the earth and give them a chomp on the behind.
    

    
      “You should be able to find Sir Derval outside. Discuss the particulars with him.”
    

    
      There was no reason to keep this uncomfortable person around when the deal was done. I might be a hungry youth, but I didn’t want a poisoned apple by my side.
    

    
      “I won’t forget Your Lordship’s kindness. Also, for the sake of our future of continued trades, I will leave behind a Black Information Guild member so that Your Lordship can receive continental information.”
    

    
      ‘A Black Information Guild member?’
    

    
      Black Fox was precisely aware of what I needed. I was taken away by her boldness in blatantly saying she was planting a spy in the territory.
    

    
      “I will gladly accept.”
    

    
      However, I decided to accept, since Nerman could use a source of information. In any case, there was no way for him to come in contact with sensitive information.
    

    
      Rather, if he was caught red-handed, he could very well lose his life.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 156: A Man’s Purity
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Is it finally finished?!’
    

    
      Thanks to the magic crystals I brought from Haildrian, the dwarves, elves, and the now-craftsman-level territory residents, Nerman Castle was completed. The finishing touches were being put on the great mansion separated from the rest of the castle by an inner castle wall. 
    

    
      The massive mansion towered 30 meters above the ground and was crowned by a dome. Since the number three was considered a lucky number on the continent, the yard with the dome as its central axis was divided into three unique flower beds arranged in an intricate Korean knot shape, which then joined together into the front yard, which was adorned with a Black Wyvern fountain in the middle. In front of the fountain trickled a small stream that flowed naturally in perfect harmony with the garden into three different circular ponds. Sculptures, water, pathways, and tree-lined avenues arranged in geometric shapes were coming together to create a phenomenal garden.
    

    
      The mansion at the center was also a marvel. As was only right for my residence, it was the natural center of the entire garden and the surrounding buildings. A triangular roof was positioned with the castle walls and the huge parasol-shaped dome behind it at the highest point, and there was a huge terrace like the ones in the movies, all of which was supported by elegant cement pillars. If time had allowed, I would have had the pillars carved from marble, but it wasn’t like I was going to live for an eternity, so I made do with smooth, bubble-free cement pillars reinforced by iron.
    

    
      ‘Amazing! Amazing!’
    

    
      I looked at my nearly-completed mansion with satisfaction as I flew around it on Bebeto’s back. Up to the third floor, the bricks had a reddish tint, but above that, the bricks were made by mixing gold with a black material. The large windows made with reinforced glass glinted in the sunlight as they dazzled my eyes.
    

    
      ‘If I use the Grade 1 magic crystal, even 7th Circle magic can be defended against. My home can’t be destroyed by anyone anymore.’
    

    
      Defensive power on the level of the 7th Circle could create a barrier sturdy enough that even Blessed Spears would bounce right off. My mansion offered an invincible defensive barrier simply being inside it. There was even a beautiful arrangement of ballista battlements set up everywhere. 
    

    
      “Raise it carefully!”
    

    
      “If it breaks, I’ll chop off that fatass spirit’s head with my battleaxe!”
    

    
      A life-size sculpture of Bebeto had been carved to adorn the top of the dome. When the Djinn spirit holding the sculpture wobbled in the air for a brief moment, the dwarves began to scream curses as they glared daggers. Their vehement reaction was evidence of how much care they had put into this sculpture of Bebeto.
    

    
      Out of everything in this slapdash castle, the sculpture was the masterpiece they had created with the greatest sincerity. An enormous boulder was cut from the Kovilan Mountains, and five wyverns had flown it over. Also, strengthening magic that could protect it from any amount of lightning was cast over the finished sculpture.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      When the sculpture that bore his resemblance was placed on the dome by the wind spirit, Bebeto gave a cry of happiness.
    

    
      ‘Actually, this feels kinda shitty. Bebeto is basically sitting on top of my head.’
    

    
      I could feel my satisfaction towards the nearly complete mansion souring a little. Bebeto might have gone through hell and back with me, but the thought that he would be sitting above me every night was pretty unsettling.
    

    
      ‘Whatever. Let’s just think of it as a fertility blessing.’
    

    
      I quickly turned my thoughts around. This frightful bird hulk had exerted himself so vigorously that I was recently told that a whopping 50 female wyverns in the covert had laid eggs. Even without eating fertility-boosting eel with seal pizzle as a dessert, Bebeto boasted limitless fertility. I decided to let myself be graced by his energy and have a “joyful” time with the person I loved.
    

    
      TN: Korean and Chinese traditional medicine believes that eating penises of animals with high fertility will increase one’s fertility. Among them, seal penis is said to be the best…
    

    
      “Huhuhu…”
    

    
      Unbeknownst to me, a sly chuckle came from my lips.
    

    
      
        Flap flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      At that moment, a cute elf flew up next to me on a huge eagle, a harpy. My cute fiancé had cast off her mithril helmet, allowing her blue-tinted silver hair to fly behind her.
    

    
      I gulped unconsciously. Narmias directed a pure smile my way, and my passionate mind grew calm and cool at the sight of her blossoming smile.
    

    
      ‘I didn’t expect the Elven Village to be made next to the Dwarven Village… they’ve really grown close.’
    

    
      While squabbling over this and that, the dwarves and elves had grown fond of each other. The foul-mouthed dwarves and the shrewd elves suited each other, in a strange way. Maybe they were united by their shared history of being betrayed by humans, because these days, they were sticking together so closely that wherever there was a dwarf, there was always an elf, too. Recently, the Dwarven Patriarch Cassiars and the Elven Elder Parciano met and agreed to make a shared village together.
    

    
      “Narmias.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      As wyvern and harpy flew in place, I called Narmias while looking into her eyes.
    

    
      “How about going on a refreshing flight, just you and I?”
    

    
      “Yes…” responded Narmias like usual, the picture of a good wife and wise mother.
    

    
      “Then let’s go. If you’re slower than me, it’s 100 kisses for you tonight! Go, Bebeto!”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      Instead of replying, Narmias’ face turned beet red.
    

    
      
        Flap flap flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      At my command, Bebeto began surging forward in a dynamic flight accompanied by the powerful beats of his wings.
    

    
      
        Whoooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Just then, a gust of wind came from the far-off ocean, bearing a cool but refreshing energy.
    

    
      ‘This is what freedom is…’
    

    
      It could be explained in a few words. The right to enjoy life without hardship… that was the freedom that everyone dreamed of, the freedom to not get trapped in a net or shocked by a lion’s roar.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kukuku. Just perfect.”
    

    
      The Imperial Palace of the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      Emperor Poltviran had long since heard the news that the Laviter Empire’s Skyknights were either buried or captured in Nerman without a single one returning to the empire. And today, he heard the latest intelligence that the Emperor of the Laviter Empire had declared a full mobilization order in preparation to invade Nerman.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, how would you like to move forward? If you were to give the order, we could topple Nerman within the fortnight.”
    

    
      In the palace’s throne room, besides Duke Garvit, who had locked himself in his territory using sickness as an excuse, the uncle of the Emperor and the leader of the nobles, Duke Ormere, and the other two dukes, Duke Pernike von Delphois and Duke Jeportyne von Rusvake, as well as the important nobles in the capital with peerages of counthood and up, were all gathered. The power of the nobles was elevated following the fall of the Krantz Kingdom, and their bellies were fuller than ever. The increase in tax rates, something that had been partially restricted by imperial law, was now fully under their control, and as a result, the number of slaves in the nobles’ possession increased exponentially. Anyone who could not pay their taxes was turned into a serf.
    

    
      As such, their loyalty towards the Emperor was impressive. Commoners who had recently advanced into the aristocracy were either demoted to the countryside, or excluded from the central ring of power, so all the matters of the empire, trivial or great, were under the jurisdiction of the Emperor and the corrupt nobles.
    

    
      This was the greatest crisis the Bajran Empire had ever faced. However, not a single noble gathered in the throne room thought of it as a crisis.
    

    
      Everything was in the eye of the beholder. The more hungry commoners there were, the fatter the purse of the nobles would become.
    

    
      “Duke Ormere, what kind of question is that?”
    

    
      Approximately 600 Skyknights from the Kuviran, Kerpe, and Andain Kingdoms were already assembling in the Gaetz Principality. The kingdoms had borne the humiliation of dispatching their Skyknights to the Empire as the Emperor had ordered them to do.
    

    
      “My sincere apologies, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      Poltviran’s madness had been growing stronger, but now, that madness had become boredom. There shouldn’t be anything he couldn’t do after becoming the emperor, but that unlimited power had wearied him. He’d already embraced plenty of pretty bitches, eaten plenty of tasty meals, and even had plenty of kingdoms trembling in fear at his feet. But not even an empire could jump recklessly into war, and nothing could satisfy his endless sense of hunger.
    

    
      But there was one thing that could. These days, Poltviran was excited because of the Nerman subjugation. He was lost in the delusion that if he was able to exterminate a territory that had brought humiliation to the Laviter Empire, everyone on the continent would acknowledge his strength.
    

    
      “Duke Ormere, you will lead the kingdom Skyknights and assemble on the Nerman borders in the Havis Kingdom. This Emperor will personally come shortly afterwards with the Imperial Skyknights and the Empire’s courageous Skyknights.”
    

    
      “By Your Majesty’s will!”
    

    
      “In addition, the rest of you will mobilize your territory Skyknights to participate in this glorious subjugation of the traitor. At the same time, order the magic towers to have the mages participate in this great undertaking as well!”
    

    
      “By Your Majesty’s will!!”
    

    
      Not a single person questioned him. Poltviran was mad enough that he had beheaded a marquis simply for the crime of defying his order. Plus, when they thought of all the profit they could gain by subjugating Nerman, it was only natural that they accepted the Emperor’s command.
    

    
      “In two weeks from now, this Emperor and the honorable knights of Bajran shall wipe the traitor’s land, Nerman, off the map of the continent!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      The nobles bowed at Poltviran’s not just mad, but bloodthirsty shout. 
    

    
      A decisive command had come from the Emperor’s mouth.
    

    
      Now, all that was left for them was to complete the mission without fail.
      

    

    
      “Woooow…”
    

    
      “My goodness…”
    

    
      “It’s beautiful.”
    

    
      Besides the dwarves, elves, and construction personnel, Nerman Castle hadn’t been opened to the public. The knights and guests who had tied their wyverns to the new hangars exclaimed in admiration.
    

    
      “The garden here flowers in every season of the year. Also, the temperature is being controlled with a magic barrier.”
    

    
      The grand opening of the inner castle was something I had anticipated for a long time. Unfortunately, because I wasn’t at the 7th Circle, I was only able to complete the wide-area temperature control barrier by asking Elder Parciano to come over.
    

    
      ‘Plants raised on holy water are so different.’
    

    
      Elegant and beautiful trees and flowers we’d harvested from Nerman and the surrounding mountains had put down their roots to adorn the garden, nourished by holy water. They blended seamlessly into the garden, as if they had always been there. And now, they were being admired by the people walking through the garden. My eternal goddess, Aramis, the ideal wife and mother, the elf Narmias, the sophisticated beauty, Igis, the haughty Irene, the recipient of my first kiss, Russell, Ryker, the beastmen, and the other important territory knights were all there. Even I hadn’t stepped foot into the inner castle before this, all for this moment, so my heart was thumping along with the others.
    

    
      ‘It’s really incredible that they managed this in such a short period of time.’
    

    
      The dwarves could really be called the best laborers in all of legend. Each and every one of them could make a masterpiece, and hundreds of them grabbed their shovels in unison to create this castle. The meticulous elves also contributed with spirits and magic. The outer wall might have been made with only sturdiness in mind, but in the inner castle, traces of their great care were everywhere.
    

    
      “The central fountain over there can surge up to 50 meters with the addition of mana.”
    

    
      “What a height.”
    

    
      “Even the Imperial Palace didn’t have a fountain like that…”
    

    
      “Hyung, it’s really amazing. Even the Bajran palace isn’t as good as this!”
    

    
      In his excitement, the kiddo Razcion drew a comparison to the Bajran Empire’s palace.
    

    
      “It’s passable, I suppose.”
    

    
      However, one person had his hands behind his back, wearing an apathetic expression that said buildings of this level were nothing.
    

    
      ‘This little shit!’
    

    
      This Ryker chap was a cheap hire, but I made sure to get my money’s worth by working him to the bone. However, his unimpressed attitude, as if he was some kind of prince who had grown up seeing buildings like this, was pissing me off.
    

    
      ‘I’ll restructure soon, just you watch.’
    

    
      All this prodigal knight knew was women and alcohol. He was good at handling things and had outstanding skills, but the way he spoiled his liege’s mood with his insolent words was really a turn-off.
    

    
      “Ahem ahem. Enough of the garden, let’s go inside,” I said, walking into the inner castle with the confidence of the homeowner.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. It’s always cool to see.’
    

    
      I gazed at my mansion, the center of my paradise, with satisfaction. Stacked atop the extremely refined red bricks were the elegant black-gold bricks that represented the wealth of the master residing within. It wasn’t 100% to my satisfaction, but at least 99%.
    

    
      “I did hear that nouveau riche lords built their castles with golden bricks, but who woulda thought such a person would be here as well? Hahaha.”
    

    
      ‘Wooooooooooooow!!!!!!!’
    

    
      This insolent fucking knight really knew how to throw cold water on my enthusiasm.
    

    
      ‘Just you wait and see, Ryker.’
    

    
      “I find those words rather inappropriate, Sir Ryker,” said Aramis quietly. “If you say it like that, what are you implying about the temple that was built with golden bricks?”
    

    
      “T-That’s because that’s the home of a god, isn’t it?” Ryker stuttered.
    

    
      “From what I have heard, a knight is supposed to be a reflection of the lord. So for a reflection to look down on the lord’s true appearance and dignity, that is no different from spitting on one’s own face.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      ‘Oho, nice going, Aramis.’
    

    
      I was straining to not rise to his provocation, but Aramis stepped up to beat Ryker down in my stead. I’d always thought of her as a goddess-like woman who always had a smile on her face, but it seemed she had a stronger side than her appearance suggested.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre is someone who can live in a place even better than this. No emperor or king on the continent can come even close to what Lord Kyre has accomplished.”
    

    
      Ryker had really met his match today. The smart Princess Igis sprinkled gold dust all over my face.
    

    
      “Hng… well, that’s true, I guess.”
    

    
      Ryker raised the white flag with a whimper.
    

    
      ‘You brat, you should be thankful. I was about to quietly bury you ten feet under tonight.’
    

    
      Ryker dared to label his almighty liege a nouveau riche. I would never forget today’s enmity, if you could call it that. After all, my narrow-minded heart could harbor petty feelings for at least one year.
    

    
      “Haha. Now then, let us go inside. Once we’re done looking around, a superb dinner has been prepared in the dining hall.”
    

    
      In spite of Ryker, this was a pleasant time. The smile refused to leave my lips. Even the most rich and successful people in South Korea lived in houses that were a thousand square meters at most. CEOs of big conglomerates wouldn’t be able to live in a house like this. Even those extravagant European royal castles and fortresses were like a candle in front of a bonfire compared to my house. It was a natural fortress protected by magic. I had nothing to be jealous of.
    

    
      ‘Like Grandpa said, true independence begins when you have a comfortable place to sleep at night.’
    

    
      This picturesque house was something I’d longed for in my dreams. I walked with satisfaction into this castle I called my home. I would have liked to lay out a smiling pig head and carry out the traditional Korean rituals to ward off misfortune, but this wasn’t South Korea. I could only give thanks in my heart to the ancestors who had granted me this house as I went inside, all while under the guard of knights standing watch all over the castle.
    

    
      ‘Emperor? So what? Uhahahahaha.’
    

    
      Right now, I wasn’t envious of anyone in the world.
    

    
      Except for Bebeto, who was undertaking the labor of child-making in full force.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Shalalalalalala.
      
    

    
      The wind blowing in from the windows of my exclusive bedroom made the silver curtains treated with anti-viral and anti-bacterial magic flutter, creating a pleasant noise.
    

    
      “Nnnghhhh!”
    

    
      I stretched and sat up on the double king-sized bed fitted with springs made by the dwarves.
    

    
      ‘Now this is life. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      The sheets were 100% cotton, and made incredibly soft by magic processing. I kicked off the warm, but not at all stifling blankets and enjoyed the morning sunshine streaming in from the window.
    

    
      “So nice!”
    

    
      I couldn’t help but yell in happiness. I had stayed in the imperial palaces of empires before and still thought this room’s structure was perfect. Be it the bed, the desk, or the demon beast carpet on the ground, everything was the highest quality. The furniture the dwarves had produced with all their heart and soul was a delight to my eyes, and the characteristic aroma of pine wood made me feel as though I were sleeping in a pure forest and drew me into the depths of slumber.
    

    
      The soft demon beast carpet on the ground rustled as I stepped on it to go out onto the terrace.
    

    
      “Huhuhu…”
    

    
      The terrace attached to my room looked just like the royal castle terraces I’d seen in the Lord of the Rings. It was big, big enough to host a banquet of hundreds, and in that large space was a tea table for my exclusive use.
    

    
      
        Whoooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      The spring wind tickled my nose.
    

    
      “Haa…”
    

    
      My room was in the highest place in Denfors. When I looked outwards, the wide, open plains stretching out endlessly in front of me graced my eyes. And that wasn’t all. If you went onto the smaller terrace on the other side of my room, you could even faintly see the ocean.
    

    
      “It was worth the effort.”
    

    
      This wasn’t something that had been handed to me on a silver platter. I had achieved this result with my blood, sweat, and tears. No one on Nerman would point fingers at me. All of the residents had warm backs and full bellies, and they didn’t live like dogs unlike the residents of other territories on the continent. In Nerman, as long as they put in the effort, they could care for their children with their own two hands and spend day after day in comfort. There was a civil militia to maintain public security, and Skyknights frequently ran patrols to perfectly restrict attacks by monsters.
    

    
      And as a reward, I had earned my house. If this were 21st century Earth, a castle of this magnitude might feel out of place, but here, it was only natural for a lord to have the right to live in such a place. Moreover, I did everything I was supposed to and enjoyed that right fair and square. I also didn’t exploit the residents without giving anything in return, and didn’t force anyone to work on its creation.
    

    
      I was someone who had the right to enjoy this mansion made by the prisoner soldiers, the elves, and the dwarves in its entirety.
    

    
      ‘Shall I go wash up now?’
    

    
      The facilities and interior design of the room were on par with a 7-star hotel. On one side of this room, which was easily 330 sq. meters large, was a bathroom so large you could call it a pool. Installed in the bathroom was a 21st century flush toilet made according to a blueprint I provided. With magic, ancient magic era engineering, and the dwarves’ craftsmanship, a facility just as convenient as any bathroom on Earth was completed on the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      “Lulu, lululu~”
    

    
      I hummed lightly to myself while removing my clothes piece by piece like in a strip show.
    

    
      ‘Kyaa, I really gotta say, this is one killer body.’ 
    

    
      Because I swung my sword every single day and ate natural foods unpolluted by preservatives, my body didn’t have a scrap of loose fat on it. Whoever it was, the woman who nabbed me in the future was really getting a good deal.
    

    
      PR/N: God, you narcissist xD
    

    
      

    

    
      I leisurely crossed over the expansive room and reached the entrance of the bathroom, leaving a trail of clothes on the ground. I grasped the handle of the door with a body as bare as it was when it came into the world. Then, while imagining the warmth of the water drawn straight from the water tank when the magic activation word was uttered, I was just about to open the door, when...
    

    
      
        Clunk.
      
    

    
      The familiar sound of a door being opened came into my ears.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre, it’s time to get up. Breakfast is already—”
    

    
      Because they were special guests, the royal siblings of the Bajran Empire had been situated on the floor just under mine. And of the two of them, one was a woman who apparently shared a special destiny with me. She had opened the door to my bedroom, which was next to the bathroom, without knocking in order to wake me up.
    

    
      
        Th-thud!
      
    

    
      ".....!!!"
    

    
      It hadn’t been long since I woke up, and my mind had relaxed at the thought of enjoying a bath, but all of that quietude was disrupted by a loud thump. 
    

    
      And then, I could feel her eyes looking at me, no, at that most precious part of a man.
    

    
      ‘OH MY GOD!’ A cry of shock nearly burst from my lips.
    

    
      “KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”
    

    
      At the same time as my inner scream came Igis’ piercing scream. My entire body stiffened in place. Igis was the one who screamed, but I was also wailing on the inside.
    

    
      The 19 years of purity I had protected with care… It was all over for me now. Or rather, Igis would have to take responsibility.
    

    
      She was guilty of the crime of seeing the most secret part of a pure(?) and chaste(?) young man. And for that, Igis would be stuck with me for an eternity. 
    

    
      A man’s purity was just as deserving of protection as a woman’s chastity, after all!
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 157: For You and Me
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “The Kingdom Coalition’s wyverns are moving to the Havis Kingdom and our territory’s borders?”
    

    
      “Yes. It is said they departed from the Gaetz Principality. From the information I collected, they should be crossing the Havis Kingdom borders about now.”
    

    
      The Black Information Guild member that Black Fox had left behind, Saker, was a gaunt man with a stubborn-looking face. He was wearing a grey robe and looking apathetically at the note in his hand as he gave a report that wasn’t a report.
    

    
      “Not only that, but the Emperor of the Bajran Empire is personally leading 200 Imperial Skyknights and 800 of the empire’s standing Skyknight troops, and he has given the order for the territory Skyknights to gather. I believe they will reach Nerman’s borders or assemble in the Rual Mountains in about two weeks.”
    

    
      ‘Holy hell, that bastard’s determined.’
    

    
      I was already planning on sending him flying one day, but Poltviran threw in the first punch before I could go to bat.
    

    
      ‘That’s 1,600 in total. Dammit…’
    

    
      That was simply too much. Poltviran was throwing a massive force at me, as if he were some kind of boss monster in a game. Over 1,000 Bajran wyverns was an overwhelming number. Currently, Nerman has 200 formal Skyknights. We also have around 400 wyverns, but Skyknights didn’t grow on trees. Even if a person could use mana, learning rudimentary flight techniques and how to match one’s breathing with their wyvern took a few months at the very least.
    

    
      “It’s not just wyverns. It is said that 5,000 cavalrymen from the Bajran Empire’s elite knight orders are assembling in the Havis Kingdom as well. Mages from the magic towers are providing support to that force as well.”
    

    
      The information merchant relayed the news with a calm voice that was far from poking fun at me.
    

    
      ‘5,000 elite knights and mages to boot…’
    

    
      They weren’t regular cavalrymen, but elite knights. 5,000 knights that could all use mana, plus mages from the magic towers. At least half of the Bajran Empire’s entire military power was surging towards my small little territory.
    

    
      ‘What a headache.’
    

    
      Right after repelling the Laviter Empire, yet another jerk was seeking trouble with me. I would have liked to kill each and every asshole that came calling, but it wasn’t that easy. My tactics have probably already been leaked to some extent, so they’ve probably made preparations to counter them.
    

    
      ‘I’m not some kind of Superman, how am I supposed to protect Nerman on my own…’
    

    
      I ate a nice breakfast and was about to start working in my flashy new office with renewed vigor when this unhappy news shook my confidence.
    

    
      ‘Do you have some kind of grudge with me?’ I asked, turning my head to look at the sky outside the window.
    

    
      I was finally about to live life and rest a little, but the raging waves kept crashing in. There was no doubt I’d have to give up on sleeping for the time being.
    

    
      “Thanks for letting me know.”
    

    
      “It’s not a problem. I apologize for not being of much help. Anyway, please excuse me.”
    

    
      After saying the bare minimum what he was obligated to say, Saker dipped his head and headed towards the door.
    

    
      “Ah, there is something I forgot to say.” The information merchant turned his head, his steps stilling for a moment. “The Skyknights of the Kingdom Coalition are not happy with this war.”
    

    
      That was obvious. Without a shadow of a doubt, there was no way Skyknights belonging to a kingdom would be happy about becoming the empire’s compulsory blades.
    

    
      
        Creaaaak.
      
    

    
      After that one sentence, Saker quietly left.
    

    
      “M-My liege…” called the silently listening Derval with a trembling voice. I might be a master at turning the tide, but Derval probably knew that this situation was one that couldn’t be easily resolved.
    

    
      “What?” I responded cheerfully, not betraying my uneasiness.
    

    
      “What should be done? 1,600 wyverns… That is an incredible force of a scale that hasn’t been seen in any wars in the last few decades.”
    

    
      Derval was asking his liege, me, for the way forward, and I had no intent to disappoint him. “Haha, don’t worry. If I was scared of birdbrains who’ve only got numbers going for them, I wouldn’t have worked so hard all this time. Just trust me. Who am I? I’m your brave liege, aren’t I?”
    

    
      There was no need to show Derval my discouraged side.
    

    
      “My… liege…” Derval called quietly, knowing the true feelings I was hiding under my confident facade.
    

    
      “Ohh! The spring wheat harvest has already begun, huh. The yield is nothing to scoff at.”
    

    
      Turning my head, I looked at the documents Derval had brought me.
    

    
      ‘How should I fuck that bastard over so that the rumors spread like wildfire over the continent? I have to use this opportunity to give him a tour of hell…’
    

    
      My eyes were looking at the report on the desk, but the gears in my mind were rotating quickly.
    

    
      For me, Nerman was enough, even if it was all I had. But this conscienceless bastard was baring his teeth towards my one piece of meat.
    

    
      I would give him a proper taste of hell. This, I swore, on my name and the Kang family name.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “This is Havis Kingdom territory! No matter what order the Empire might have declared, this is…”
    

    
      The Havis Skyknight trailed off, unable to continue.
    

    
      The Havis Kingdom had tensed up at the news that the Kingdom Coalition Skyknights had gathered in the Gaetz Principality. A group of Havis Skyknights chased the foreign Skyknights, who were crossing the border without proper notice, and went to their camp.
    

    
      “What is your title?”
    

    
      “I am Baron Lumhar of the Havis Western Corps.”
    

    
      The knights of the three kingdoms were already enduring humiliation to participate at the command of the Bajran Emperor. They also knew that trespassing onto another kingdom’s lands without any notice was something that a knight should not do.
    

    
      “I am Duke Hardaim of Kerpe.”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      At the words of the Duke, a man in his 50s with a robust physique and a striking red beard, shocked looks flashed over the faces of the complaining Havis Kingdom Skyknights. The Havis Kingdom knights were familiar with the fame of this man, the “Red Dragon of the Battlefield.”
    

    
      “As I am sure you know, we do not want to do this either. Please be understanding. When everything is over, I will personally go to your king and ask for forgiveness.”
    

    
      When the famous Duke Hardaim spoke with a sincerely apologetic tone, the Havis Kingdom’s knights flushed red. Of course they knew how the current situation was progressing. However, after the disappearance of the rotten nobles, Havis had been reborn into a kingdom of nobles full of passionate loyalty. They knew what was going on, but even so, they were unable to endure the injustice and came by their own will to complain.
    

    
      “I will relay Your Excellency’s words to the royal family.”
    

    
      “Thank you. We won’t cause trouble while going through your lands, so rest assured. We will also give suitable reimbursement for the food consumed by the wyverns.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Since Duke Hardaim was being so candid, there was nothing more the Havis knights could say. Baron Lumhar and the five Havis Skyknights accompanying him turned with bitter expressions and got onto their wyverns. And then, after flying once over the Havis plains that were occupied by foreign troops, they swerved towards their corps.
    

    
      “Was there really a need to say it like that? A mere baron dares…”
    

    
      As it was, the Kingdom Coalition was in a rather touchy mood. Marquis Cherban of the Andain Kingdom looked deeply peeved. If Duke Hardaim hadn’t stepped forward, a bloody battle might have broken out.
    

    
      The Kingdom Coalition might sound good to the ear, but most people were well aware that they were all just hunting dogs who’d taken a blow to their pride. As such, no one was here with a sense of ease.
    

    
      “Be it them or us, none of us are to blame. There’s no need to see blood for something that can be settled with words.”
    

    
      After calmly responding to Marquis Cherban, Hardaim looked at the Skyknights who were stretched out on the bare ground, eating jerky or other rations. What he saw was the powerlessness of those forced to participate in a war without pretext. These Skyknights, all of whom were called the highest of the elites in their individual kingdoms, were unhappy with this war.
    

    
      ‘Kyre, please don’t disappoint me.’
    

    
      Around tomorrow morning, they would reach the border between Havis and Nerman. Hardaim was planning on meeting the Lord of Nerman, the same lord that had slaughtered 500 Laviter Empire Skyknights not long ago.
    

    
      He earnestly hoped that Kyre would accept his offered hand. Rather, Kyre would have no other choice. Hardaim had heard that over 1,500 wyverns were participating in this attack, an enormous tide that even an 8th Circle archmage wouldn’t be able to block.
    

    
      Now, there was only one method left to them. They had to join forces.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Haah, what a pain.’
    

    
      I rode Bebeto to the Nerman and Havis border. Before coming here, a lumikar had flown from Havis’ Rosiathe to me, saying that the Kingdom Coalition allied with the Bajran Army had crossed the kingdom’s borders without any notice at all. Rosiathe’s brief letter stated that she was sorry that there was nothing she could do. The letter was short, but I could feel her feelings of helplessness. Even if the Havis Kingdom’s military power was intact, they wouldn’t be able to overcome the overwhelming power of the empires.
    

    
      “If we wage war on the border, we’d have the enemies’ flanking attacks to fear, but if we meet them deep in Nerman, the damage would be enormous…”
    

    
      A temporary fort had been built on the border, but this fort with hastily-made dirt walls was far from finished. As Bebeto and I flew over the fort, I thought long and hard about our options.
    

    
      ‘If I ask for help from the Temir, they would definitely be put into danger, and even if I contact the Kesmire, it will take them too long to come…’
    

    
      I wasn’t keen on needing the help of others, but this was a real crisis. Poltviran might be a crazy asshole, but he had received a proper education to become an emperor, so he wouldn’t come charging in recklessly. As long as the head on his shoulders wasn’t there for show, he should be well aware of my fame, which had spread across the continent.
    

    
      “It’s also strange to hope for help from the elves…”
    

    
      I left Denfors feeling frustrated, but the answer didn’t come to me in a flash of inspiration. If wyverns and knight orders were assembling on the borders, there was no doubt that there would be a concerted effort. If they used the Nerman Road, the knights and wyverns could reach Denfors in two days.
    

    
      “Just what is that Grim Reaper doing instead of collecting that crazy son of a bitch?” I grumbled as I turned Bebeto’s reins.
    

    
      Because they met the wrong lord, Nerman’s people ended up facing a crisis nearly every day. Even on our way here, the people who spotted Bebeto and me in the air stopped what they were doing to kowtow on the ground, an act of utmost respect that was vivid in my eyes.
    

    
      “There must be some way.”
    

    
      It was certain that this would be the final crisis to overcome for a while. The Laviter Emperor had apparently declared something similar to a full-mobilization order in preparation to attack Nerman, but they wouldn’t be able to come so easily. The soldiers situated on the other side of the Bertz Mountains were too far to summon, and many parts of the empire were bordered by kingdoms. I doubted they would attack carelessly like last time without meticulous preparation.
    

    
      “Bebeto, why is it like this for you and me? Just as it’s getting good, we have to fight ‘til we bleed every day… Both you and I have the worst luck, seriously.”
    

    
      All they had to do was leave me alone, but there were so many idle people who couldn’t wait to eat me whole. I was really curious if they had any sense of conscience at all.
    

    
      “Even if you trip seven times~ get up~ tralala, ribbit ribbit tralala…”
    

    
      I hummed the theme song from an anime called The Boy Frog. If even a frog could live with such an indomitable will, what was there that a human couldn’t do?
    

    
      I pulled myself together and turned the reins. Not a single place on these Nerman plains could be abandoned. They would fight for survival right along with me.
    

    
      Because Nerman was the homeland of my heart, the place where I would lay my roots.
      

    

    
      “Kukuku…”
    

    
      
        Sizzzzzzzzzzzzle.
      
    

    
      In the large underground stone chamber reeking of blood, a gloomy laugh languidly traveled through the stagnant air.
    

    
      “My strength has been completely restored. I’ve perfectly recovered the 8th Circle mana I lost. Kukukukuku.”
    

    
      It was for this moment that the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction had parasitized a human body. 200 years had passed since he was chased out of Haildrian and forced to hide in the continent. Even though he was at the 8th Circle, because he had suffered such an intense attack, he had no choice but to cast soul sacrifice magic in exchange for life force.
    

    
      With the last of his strength, he used spatial teleportation to the set coordinates and hid in a place called the Bertz Mountains. Hiding in the same abandoned dragon’s lair where he had trained black magic in the past, he waited for a human he could possess. Reduced to a parasite that lacked the agency or magic power to kill a single monster, the black mage possessed a desirable magic tome. And after the passing of time, several decades ago, a human finally stumbled upon the dragon’s lair. Then, he invaded that man’s evil and greedy soul, and very recently, he managed to expel the rest of that man’s soul and completely possess his body.
    

    
      “Very good… I’m very pleased.”
    

    
      The thing that had pleased him even more was the rank of the person who had taken him in back then. To his surprise, that man was not a commoner, nor was he a noble. He was an emperor, a man ruling a great empire that was famed across the continent.
    

    
      After completing his possession of the body, he was able to perfectly regain 8th Circle mana. Because it wasn’t his original body, he used a black magic art to steal mana from knights and create a vessel that could hold 8th Circle mana.
    

    
      “Huhuhu. Now, all will kneel before me! Kallian, this entire land, I will make it all into my world of darkness. Kuhahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Maniacal laughter reeking of blood rang out within the darkness.
    

    
      
        Flash, flash.
      
    

    
      As if to respond to that laugh, blue eyes flashed in the underground stone chamber. Many other souls had been stolen by the black magic swordsman’s soul. Turned into death knights by cursed black magic, they were lining the inside of the cave from front to end, the proud chivalry they had once devoted to the empire cleanly dashed away with their deaths… 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I am the Lord of Nerman, Kyre.”
    

    
      “I’m Duke Hardaim of the Kerpe Kingdom.”
    

    
      Late at night, a certain man sought a meeting with me. I was in the middle of installing additional ballistas and defensive and offensive magic arrays to Nerman Castle in preparation for the Bajran Empire’s invasion when he came, introducing himself as Duke Hardaim of the Kerpe Kingdom.
    

    
      ‘As expected of someone called the Red Dragon.’
    

    
      I was familiar with his name. Back when I was attending imperial knight academy, a considerable number of the cadets admired and longed to be like the hero of the Kerpe Kingdom. I knew he was over 50 years old, but with his imposing 2-meter-tall height and his crimson beard and hair, he didn’t look like a man in his 50s at all.
    

    
      ‘His eyes are bright.’
    

    
      Duke Hardaim’s large eyes were particularly awe inspiring. They were bright and writhing with life. A flame of fierce will that would not submit to something as insignificant as the empire’s command was dancing within his eyes.
    

    
      “I am merely sorry that my meeting with the Duke called the Red Dragon of the Battlefield is preceded by these circumstances.”
    

    
      I was the one with the lower rank, but currently, we were meeting as enemies. I didn’t want to keep up the stifling manners.
    

    
      “Sometimes, there are times like this. Times when I don’t want to do it, but I am forced to raise my sword for the sake of the kingdom’s wellbeing and my honor as a knight.”
    

    
      I didn’t know what his objective was, but he didn’t show any hostility.
    

    
      “I haven’t lived long, but I also agree with that point.”
    

    
      “Haha… Thanks for being understanding.”
    

    
      An urgent message had suddenly come from Gadain Castle. We had no choice but to leave the border open and meet our enemies at Denfors again, but we weren’t slacking with the patrols. However, it was difficult to detect a single person, and the Duke had slipped through our guard.
    

    
      ‘He came looking for me on his own, so his goal must be me.’
    

    
      Because he didn’t fly into Nerman to gather information, Duke Hardaim apparently went straight to Gadain Castle and asked to see me. Now, he was sitting on a sofa in my office at Nerman Castle while looking around the room.
    

    
      “I see it’s true that the dwarves and elves are lending their help. To think such a big castle was created in such a short period of time… I am truly envious of your abilities.”
    

    
      Who wouldn’t be impressed by the sight of Nerman Castle? It wasn’t made over a period of decades, but several months.
    

    
      “I’m ashamed to hear such praise.”
    

    
      “Hahaha. If you’re ashamed, then how is someone like me supposed to go on? You’re the Lord of Nerman, famous across the continent.”
    

    
      Any other high-ranking noble would have been displeased by my lack of honorifics, but Hardaim didn’t show any offense at all and laughed loudly as if this were his own home. He was no ordinary person.
    

    
      “But what do you want so late at night…?”
    

    
      I looked directly into his eyes and asked what his purpose was. If the forces assembled in the Havis Kingdom wanted to, they could engage us in battle in a matter of hours. I was curious as to why a high-ranking noble of the enemy had come to talk with me.
    

    
      “I’ve come to make a deal with you.”
    

    
      ‘A deal?’
    

    
      I couldn’t quite understand his meaning. We weren’t even slightly acquainted, and the word ‘deal’ didn’t suit the current situation, where we could meet on the battlefield as enemies at any moment.
    

    
      “I’d like you to explain what you mean by that.”
    

    
      I couldn’t be sure of the precise definition, but the word implied something big.
    

    
      “Before that, I want to ask you something first,” said the Duke, going off topic. “What is your dream?”
    

    
      ‘Did this guy get electrocuted in his sleep or something? Why’s he suddenly asking about my dream?’
    

    
      “To eat and live well.”
    

    
      There was no need for hesitation. Grandiose words like the wellbeing of the continent or for justice weren’t necessary. If my family and I couldn’t eat and live well, then how could we possibly dream of anything else?
    

    
      “Are you being serious?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Puhahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Hardaim completely shed his dignity as a duke and started laughing his head off.
    

    
      ‘He’s really made himself at home.’
    

    
      I’d been drawing magic arrays up until a few moments ago, so I was tired. Even with my magic expertise, magic arrays demanded the highest level of concentration and were pretty exhausting to make.
    

    
      “S-Sorry… I didn’t think the dream of someone who has made empires tremble in their boots would be so simple. Kukukuku.”
    

    
      Was my dream of eating and living well so laughable? What better dream was there than to eat your fill and live happily after being born as a human? Only after your belly was full and your wealth was sufficient could you tackle the world. People didn’t know that rather than entertaining big, grandiose ambitions that didn’t suit them, it was better to adapt to the reality they were given and do their best.
    

    
      “Then what is the Duke’s dream?”
    

    
      I returned the question to the Duke, who was old enough to be my dad. Old age didn’t make someone an adult. Only someone who had lived their life properly and had cared for their body and family could be called a true adult.
    

    
      That’s why I asked him about his dream. I wanted to see the qualifications of an adult who had the right to ask me about my dream.
    

    
      “To knock them all away.”
    

    
      His answer was more astounding than mine.
    

    
      “To knock away all those who persecute me, my kingdom, and the king I respect. That is my dream.”
    

    
      ‘He’s a real knight.’
    

    
      This man was a knight to the very marrow of his bones.
    

    
      “Are you willing to give it a try?”
    

    
      His words came without preamble or explanation, but I could read between the lines.
    

    
      “Does Your Excellency believe it is possible?”
    

    
      Because he was no longer an enemy, but a guest, I changed my way of speaking. Also, he was absolutely worthy of being treated as my senior.
    

    
      “If your dream is like that, I will make a deal with you.”
    

    
      “If Your Excellency’s dream does not exceed what you have told me, then I will take your hand.”
    

    
      The Duke was telling me he wanted to imbue his sword with the resentment the empire had sown. If he became greedier and sought more than revenge, this partnership could become a poison. He might not be able to do anything right now, but among my current guests, there were the Princess and Prince who could legitimately ascend the throne of the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      “There will be a cost.”
    

    
      “I don’t think that is a matter I should put my hands on.”
    

    
      The Duke probably knew that political exiles of the imperial family with a duty to preserve the demesne of the Bajran Empire were in my territory. I could tell from his wording that he had no intent on preserving the Bajran Empire’s borders as they currently were.
    

    
      “In any case, the immediate issue at hand is to hunt down that lunatic emperor. We are in sore need of your help. No, I need you to show them. To be honest, we failed to convince the other kingdoms. They’re all fearful that if we fail, their kingdoms will become like Krantz. I think they were unable to resolve themselves to die with honor instead of living like dogs.”
    

    
      “How should I show them?”
    

    
      My ears were pricked up. 1,600 wyverns vs. 1,000 wyverns was a big difference. And if those 600 wyverns weren’t our enemies, but our allies, we could stand on equal footing with a force of that level.
    

    
      “Attack the Emperor.”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      I’d love to, but doing so was close to impossible. How could I possibly know where the Emperor would be flying?
    

    
      “From what I heard, the impatient Emperor has departed in advance with Imperial Skyknights and territory Skyknights. His destination is the western part of the Rual Mountains, from which he can attack Nerman right away. I was told that once the Emperor arrives and gives the command by lumikar, we will all attack in tandem. Whether one goes from Havis or the Rual Mountains, the time it takes to reach Denfors is about the same. 5,000 formal knights and mages will follow our advance. Of course, I heard that 100 magic tower Skyknights of the 5th Circle or higher are participating as well.”
    

    
      ‘Holy hell… 100 of them?’
    

    
      I groaned at the concrete numbers. 100 Skyknights of the 5th Circle or higher. With them, trying to have some fun with magic was all but hopeless.
    

    
      “I don’t know the exact numbers, but the Emperor should have around 800 wyverns with him. I need you to defeat them. If you can do that, we’ll handle the rest.”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      It wasn’t an easy decision. If Duke Hardaim’s words were a pretense, I would basically be giving the enemies my territory on a silver platter. But I also couldn’t turn him down. With these conditions, we could secure a victory with no damage to Denfors.
    

    
      “If the Emperor turns tail and flees, every kingdom will declare war on the empire. They’re on the fence now, but if a lion loses his fangs, who would be afraid of him?”
    

    
      The situation was both simple and difficult. I needed to make a decision. From the looks of it, the Emperor would be arriving in just a few days, so I needed to agree now, if ever.
    

    
      ‘Well, it’s sink or swim.’
    

    
      I didn’t have the luxury of choosing. Also, I believed my eyes. My heart was telling me that those shining eyes were absolutely not lying to me.
    

    
      “Alright. I will accept your deal.”
    

    
      “Hahaha. I knew you would.”
    

    
      With a hearty laugh, Hardaim offered me his hand. I reached out and took it.
    

    
      
        Clench.
      
    

    
      A bone-crushing vice squeezed my hand. From it, I could feel the blazing willpower of a man.
    

    
      ‘Poltviran, wait for me. I’ll definitely send you flying.’
    

    
      This was an opportunity given to me by the gods, and I wasn’t one to miss out.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘He’s a dangerous person.’
    

    
      He had felt the Lord of Nerman’s fierce aura from the handshake. Just like the rumors said, Hardaim could sense the mana of a Blade Master and upper-circle magic swordsman.
    

    
      ‘For him to have such a firm will at that age… He would be a difficult enemy to face.’
    

    
      More astounding than his personal abilities was the steel will in his black eyes. Such a young person possessed willpower as indomitable as a mountain, along with a personal dream that would never be shaken by a wayward wind.
    

    
      ‘I’ll put my faith in you. For you, and for me…’
    

    
      This was likely their last chance. It was obvious that if Nerman was conquered, the Emperor, elated by his success, would turn his sights on the heart of the kingdom next.
    

    
      Before that could happen, they had to cut off the crazy Emperor’s head.
    

    
      For the sake of the royal family and the kingdom.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 158: Proof of Love
      
    

    
      Warning: Heavily implied rape.
    

    
      

    

    
      I came to the temple, the Temple of the Goddess of Mercy that had been built with golden bricks. I didn’t have it built because I adored the Goddess, but because Neran was the deity my goddess Aramis served, and I wanted to give her the best. It was a small recompense for choosing me, who had nothing, and following me through wind and rain.
    

    
      In the circular apse was a golden cross. She was kneeling with her hands together before the Holy Relic of Neran, offering a devout prayer, so absorbed in whatever she was praying about that she didn’t notice I had come in. Falling loose down to her waist, her long, silverish blue hair gleamed under the dim light of the magic lamps that produced the sacred atmosphere permeating the temple with the high vaulted ceiling.
    

    
      The sight of her was a balm for the mind. Aramis was someone who exuded the warmth of a mother’s embrace from her entire body.
    

    
      “Oh Holy Neran… This feeble servant prays to thee. Please grant Nerman, this garden of the gods, with blessing upon blessing, and permit this land peace. May you show all of the young lambs that thy will is not light, but almighty. This young servant of yours… prays with tears. I beg of thee to not reject my request.”
    

    
      Aramis sobbed quietly. Her thin shoulders were shaking from her weeping. I felt my heart pang, deeply touched by the feelings of this noble woman who was just as worried about Nerman’s wellbeing as I was. Her intense wishes plunged into my soul like stars in the sky.
    

    
      “This servant has another wish… May thy hand of mercy protect that person. May you grant that person the blessing of overcoming all the world’s evils, filth, and envy to guard over thy young lambs in good health.”
    

    
      ‘Aramis…’
    

    
      Aramis was earnestly praying to the gods for my sake. My heart thumped wildly.
    

    
      “He is the person this young servant loves and respects. I know these are feelings I should not dare to have as thy servant, but… like the love and respect I have towards you, I love him just as much. Oh Holy Neran, you who knows and understands my heart in full… I pray for thy forgiveness and blessing. May you prove with thy strength that love is never a sin.”
    

    
      When Aramis said that she loved and respected me, I bit hard on my lips. Even without hearing this, I had known how she felt, but this was my first time getting such a passionate confession of love. From what I heard, a priest in the service of God must never get close to the opposite sex. Only priests who revered the Evil God, Kerma, prostrated themselves before the altar of lust. For the priests of the other temples, from the moment they were chosen to the moment they died, they had to live with only God in their eyes.
    

    
      But Aramis, a priestess the people revered as a saintess, dared to make a request of this nature to God, saying that God knew her love and asking for proof with God’s power for the sake of someone she loved as much as God. She was firm and confident before her love. Even in front of a transcendental being, a deity, Aramis never belittled or concealed her love.
    

    
      ‘For you… I will overcome all adversity, without fail. My beloved woman.’
    

    
      Even before God, an existence that was everything to a priest, my girl wanted to be blessed and did not beg for permission to love. If only to protect her, I absolutely had to surmount the upcoming trial. Because the moment I fell, so too would Aramis’ love.
    

    
      ‘Poltviran, wait for me. I’m coming!’
    

    
      Just in case, I finished the magic array I’d been working on with sheer force of will. It was a great castle wall defensive array that the beastmen, territory mages, or prisoner mages couldn’t even touch. With that, and my loyal Nerman knights and soldiers, we could definitely endure the onslaught.
    

    
      ‘Huhu…’
    

    
      A cold smile appeared on my lips.
    

    
      I could never forgive them. I would purge them in the name of love. That was the only way to prove that Aramis’ love was being blessed in the name of God… 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “AAAAAHHH!”
    

    
      On some unnamed plains at one of the origins of the Perkone River, in clear view of the Rual Mountains, hundreds of wyverns were dotting the plains. The command had been given, so the soldiers, civilians, and knights of the surrounding territories had prepared supplies like food for the army’s comfort in advance.
    

    
      One tent was located right in the middle. From within the enormous magic tent airlifted from the Imperial Palace, came a woman’s cry. Silence magic was cast on the tent, so it should be impossible for most screams to be heard, but the woman’s pain was intense enough to penetrate the spell.
    

    
      Despite the scream coming from within the tent, the crimson-cloaked Skyknights of the Imperial Guard standing guard in front remained stock still. Their Emperor was essentially unable to sleep if he had no woman on his bed. The Imperial Skyknights were incapable of condemning their lord’s behavior as dirty or shameful. The master of the empire had more than enough right to do what he wanted with the likes of a countryside noble’s daughter.
    

    
      “Huhuhu…”
    

    
      Not long after the woman’s scream was heard, Emperor Poltviran emerged from the tent with a smile of satisfaction bare on his face.
    

    
      “Salute!” cried out the Imperial Skyknights.
    

    
      “Heheh, was she to Your Majesty’s satisfaction?”
    

    
      Silveron, the man who had risen to the rank of a count by scratching the dirty itches of the Emperor, was able to confirm from the Emperor’s smile that tonight’s sacrifice had been satisfactory.
    

    
      “The bitch pleases me. Have her sent to the Imperial Palace.”
    

    
      “I will have it done, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      The night was still young. Earlier today, Silveron had interrogated the territory soldiers and civilians in order to find a noble daughter of outstanding appearance, one that was undefiled by the touch of men. He was able to confirm that the sixteen-year-old daughter of a baron not far removed from this camp was an impressive beauty. A command dressed as an imperial mandate was passed down, and Imperial Skyknights brought the girl over. She possessed a pure beauty of a degree that couldn’t be seen even in the capital, and it seemed the difficult-to-please Emperor had enjoyed himself for the first time in a while.
    

    
      “Are all the nobles gathered?”
    

    
      “They are all waiting in the meeting room.”
    

    
      The Emperor could have used a nearby noble’s mansion instead of camping out in the wilderness, but he insisted on enjoying the flavor of warfare and had a tent sent up on the plains. Poltviran leisurely walked to the meeting tent, where the nobles had been waiting long in advance.
    

    
      After tomorrow, the Nerman invasion would begin in earnest. The Emperor’s face was bright with the first electrifying thrill he was feeling in a long time. He was someone who would only be happy by feeding on another’s pain, a depraved human no different from a demon.
    

    
      “What about the old men from the magic tower, they’re still not here?”
    

    
      “They will arrive shortly. They were dispatched from many different places, but upon receiving Your Majesty’s stern command, they are flying over with great urgency.”
    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    
      Upon hearing that the mages were late even though he, the emperor, had arrived a day early, Poltviran harrumphed. Now, he held no one in high regard. These days, even his mother Elmiane’s words were ineffective on the Emperor.
    

    
      
        Whooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Just then, a strong wind suddenly blew in from the Rual Mountains, so strong that it threatened to blow away the carefully set-up tents.
    

    
      “P-Protect his Majesty!” barked Silveron at the knights, alarmed by the sudden gust.
    

    
      “I’m alright.”
    

    
      Because he could use mana, Poltviran was unshaken by the squall.
    

    
      At that moment, the large flag that had been driven deep into the ground in front of the Emperor’s tent broke with a crack, unable to resist the wind’s force. It was embroidered with a Black Wyvern on a golden background, the emblem of the Imperial Family.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Gah!”
    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty!!!!”
    

    
      The flag was sent flying right into the arrogantly standing Emperor. Silveron and the knights clustered around him in shock.
    

    
      “Dammit!”
    

    
      
        Crack.
      
    

    
      Using mana, Poltviran broke the flag that smashed into him. The sharp edge of the broken shaft left a deep wound on his right cheek, and red blood splattered everywhere from the wound.
    

    
      Alarmed by the sight of the Emperor’s blood, Silveron shouted “B-Bring a potion! Quickly call the priest!!!!”
    

    
      Poltviran, who was standing still after knocking away the broken flag, wiped his blood with a hand and brought the red smear to his lips.
    

    
      “Kuku…”
    

    
      And then, a dark smile appeared on his lips. Rather than feeling pain from the injury, the red blood had excited his twisted brain.
    

    
      “Your Majesty!!”
    

    
      “Gasp!”
    

    
      Hearing the shouts outside, the nobles jumped out of the meeting tent and ran over, but stopped short in their tracks upon seeing the Emperor, who was licking the blood smeared on his hand from the wound on his face.
    

    
      For a moment, they had the impression that they weren’t looking at a human, but a bloodsucking demon from hell.
      

    

    
      “Men, we shall be writing a new page in history today. For the glory of Nerman, which we achieved with our blood and sweat, we will once again go into a battle with our one and only lives on the line.”
    

    
      All of the Skyknights were gathered. Excluding Igis and the Bajran Empire’s knights, I had all of my territory’s Skyknights secretly moved towards the Rual Mountains. And then, on the dark plains, I relayed my feelings to all of the knights standing before me.
    

    
      “Not being strong will always be a sad thing. It is because you and I are lacking that the enemies are baring their fangs at Nerman once again today.”
    

    
      There was no need for me to explain that this world was ruled by the strong. It was a matter of course in the history of humankind that those who were unable to protect themselves and their borders with their own strength were one day invaded by another person or nation.
    

    
      After emphasizing my and Nerman’s still-lacking-strength, I continued to speak. “However, I believe that today will be the last time such a thing will happen! Once today is over, no one will dare to belittle me, you, and Nerman! As your liege and the Lord of Nerman, this I promise, on my name as Kyre de Nerman!”
    

    
      My passionate, sincere words swept over the land.
    

    
      “My knights! Board your wyverns! Tonight, we shall make a mighty stride for Nerman’s future together! Everyone, follow me!!!!”
    

    
      My mana-charged shout shook the heavens.
    

    
      “YEAAAHHHHHH!”
    

    
      “FOLLOW THE LORD!!”
    

    
      “FOR MIGHTY NERMAN!!!!!!”
    

    
      Whipped into a fervor by my short speech, the knights cheered as they leapt swiftly onto their wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Nice!’
    

    
      The knights of Nerman had survived the fiercest fights of continental history by my side. From the very beginning, fear did not come into question. Everyone grasped their wyverns’ reins with an aura of bravery.
    

    
      “Let’s go, Bebeto!”
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      At my urging, Bebeto let out a big bellow as he flapped his enormous wings that overshadowed the other wyverns.
    

    
      
        Flap flap, flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      He kicked off the ground, raising a cloud of dust.
    

    
      And then, I felt us lifting into the sky, a feeling that was as exciting as the first time. Relishing that electrifying tingle, I turned Bebeto’s nose westward.
    

    
      When the morning dawned after the passage of the night, I was determined to make that asshole Poltviran bleed from both nostrils.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Can he truly be trusted?”
    

    
      “If this were to reach the Emperor’s ears, even we would not be spared from the aftermath.”
    

    
      Besides Duke Ormere, who had been dispatched to the force by the Emperor, the highest ranking nobles of the three kingdoms had urgently gathered in secret late at night. Upon hearing Duke Hardaim’s words, the other two nobles were shocked. A variable that would disrupt the Nerman invasion planned to begin two days from now had appeared. It was no ordinary variable, but one that would determine the fate of the empire and kingdoms.
    

    
      “In any case, right now is the time when we wait for the result. If he fails, we simply have to invade Nerman… but if he succeeds…” Hardaim trailed off.
    

    
      “Ho…”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      The two nobles in the dark meeting tent groaned. If everything happened like Duke Hardaim said, there would be no better outcome. If the crazy Emperor of the Bajran Empire, who was putting so much strain on the kingdoms that they were buckling under the pressure, were to have a taste of hell and be weakened, there would be no need for the kingdoms to submit to the empire anymore. In fact, it would even become possible for them to ride the wave and erase the empire’s name from the continent’s ledgers for all of eternity.
    

    
      “One more thing. Around now, the Krantz Kingdom’s Crown Prince, who was hiding on Ibartz Island, should have crossed the ocean. At the same time, the Krantz Kingdom nobles who were laying low will have taken up arms. Also… the knights and soldiers of my kingdom have likely crossed into the empire’s borders by now.”
    

    
      “Goodness!”
    

    
      “T-That’s…!”
    

    
      The highest ranking nobles from the Kuviran and Andain Kingdoms exclaimed aloud, unable to muffle their surprise. This was not a matter of simply waiting for their moment. The Kerpe Kingdom had chosen to cross the river of fate, a decision that could not be reversed.
    

    
      “As you all know, this is our last chance. Our kingdom has unsheathed our proud swords in order to avoid stepping on the same route of demise as the Krantz Kingdom,” said Duke Hardaim with an unfaltering voice.
    

    
      The minds of the two nobles listening to him raced. If what Duke Hardaim guaranteed came to pass, they could not stay on the fence like they were now. It was an eternal truth that the one who raised his fork first would be able to eat the most. If the three nations combined their strength, there was no need to fear the empire. Moreover, if the Krantz Kingdom rose up and the Emperor faced a crisis, there would be no better opportunity than this.
    

    
      “Tomorrow… When the Bajran nobles start moving in a panic, that’s when we will strike. Be aware of that and prepare appropriately.”
    

    
      Hardaim finished speaking with a command rather than a suggestion. The highest ranking nobles of the two kingdoms found themselves nodding, all while desperately hoping that the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, would successfully smash Emperor Poltviran’s face in...
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “It’s time for us to prepare as well.”
    

    
      In the newly built Nerman Castle, Princess Igis and Prince Razcion, the precious guests residing there, were having a serious conversation. Having been called to the Princess’ room, Razcion blinked at his sister’s calm words.
    

    
      “Once tomorrow morning passes, the Bajran Empire will become a candle before a tempest. Some of it is the fault of our older brother, Poltviran, but the Empire will face a crisis because of its rotten roots. And… you and I will have to write the history of a new empire. No, we must survive as a kingdom, if not as an empire. That is our obligation to repay the grace of our Imperial Father and our ancestors.”
    

    
      Igis was fully aware of what was going on. The moment the wyverns stationed in Denfors flew west, she realized that the decisive moment was upon them. Kyre had also come and told her the gist of the situation, telling her that Poltviran had raised an army to conquer Nerman.
    

    
      “Razcion.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “No matter what anyone says, you are a legitimate prince of the Great Bajran Empire. Never forget that. Rotten roots can be pared away. Build your empire with an iron will. Like the Lord of Nerman, Kyre.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry! I’ll never sully the name of the Bajran Imperial Family! I will definitely become a wise king. Like Kyre hyung, I’ll become a great man who receives respect from all his people!” 
    

    
      Razcion energetically revealed his dream. Igis lightly embraced her little brother. Becoming a wise king might be easy to say, but Igis knew how difficult that path really was. Moreover, Bajran would be dealt an enormous blow from the coming events, and Igis was well aware that putting down new roots in the aftermath would be no easy feat.
    

    
      ‘Kyre… This powerless woman will believe in you. Please, please protect our dreams.”
    

    
      It pained her, but the Bajran Empire had to undergo a rebirth. And once again, Igis knew that an enormous amount of blood would accompany the pain of rebirth.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Swoooooooosh.
      
    

    
      The mountain breeze was still cold. Spring had arrived inland, but deep in the Rual Mountains, winter was still the mistress of the peaks.
    

    
      ‘We’re almost there.’
    

    
      Actually, even though the breeze was cold, I couldn’t feel it. I could simply see in the slowly brightening, last gasp of nighttime that it was cold from the icy condensation on the fur around Bebeto’s horns.
    

    
      ‘Did you sleep well? Huhuhu.’
    

    
      After taking one break, we resumed our flight. We drank holy water and fed it to the wyverns to keep our focus up as we brought our wyverns’ physiques to the highest level. The time to meet Poltviran had drawn near. The Skyknights I sent as scouts had determined their location. The bastard hadn’t strayed one inch from my expectations. He had set the location of his grave perfectly on the plains for me.
    

    
      ‘Just wait a little longer. I’ll show you guys what peace really means, my knights.’
    

    
      I turned around to look at the knights following me. The wyvern flight was following me without a single misstep in a triangular attack formation, which had excellent expandability.
    

    
      ‘We’ve arrived.’
    

    
      The silhouette of the mountains slowly thinned out, and in the distance, a faint burst of red was starting to push back the darkness.
    

    
      As we flew, I reflected on the feeling of leaving my territory and going into another country’s lands. It felt completely different from the battle with the Roen Principality in the Havis Kingdom. No matter what anyone said, the flight of over 200 wyverns I was leading could be called a force of an entire nation. This was no different from Nerman rising up in revolution.
    

    
      ‘The strongest offense is the strongest defense. Poltviran… I’ll hope for your sake that your last night was very restful.’
    

    
      Grasping the reins tighter, we emerged from the shadow of the Rual Mountains. Underneath us was Bajran Empire land. And far in the distance, I could see a campsite with smoke billowing out.
    

    
      I relayed my last farewell to the poor souls who were entrusting their bodies to the languid sleepiness of the early morning, completely unaware that the Grim Reaper was coming.
    

    
      Because from this moment on, I was no longer a person who valued human life.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 159: Blitz
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Nngh!”
    

    
      Lulled by the comfort of being on Imperial territory, the Bajran Skyknights did not even run patrol flights and were fast asleep. Only the soldiers dispatched from the surrounding territories burned the midnight oil as they stood watch over the long night. Unable to resist their yawns, they struggled to keep their drowsy eyes open with no mind to appreciate the scenery of dawnbreak.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      One of the soldiers looking into the sky while stretching stiffened in place. 
    

    
      “What’s wrong?” asked the soldier keeping watch next to him, following his comrade’s gaze. “Ah!”
    

    
      “T-Those aren’t birds, right?”
    

    
      Appearing far away in the dark red, brightening sky was what appeared to be a flock of birds. But there were simply too many of them to think they were birds. Or rather, the soldiers were all too familiar with the creatures approaching at an incredible speed.
    

    
      “Uwaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”
    

    
      Their first instinct was to scream. They might be clueless soldiers, but even they were capable of realizing that the wyverns flying from the brightening Rual Mountains weren’t Bajran wyverns.
    

    
      “E-Enemy appearance! Enemy wyverns have appeared!”
    

    
      “It’s an air raid! Air raid!!!!!!”
    

    
      The soldiers screamed at the top of their throats.
    

    
      “Uwah!”
    

    
      “Wyverns are coming!”
    

    
      Everyone awake whipped around at the screams of the soldiers standing watch, raising an uproar of panicked shouts with rapidly blanching faces.
    

    
      “W-What?!”
    

    
      Roused by the ear-piercing shrieks of the soldiers, Skyknights jumped out of their tents. Most of them had disregarded the on-duty regulations and came out in their pajamas, their airplates cast aside.
    

    
      “Ahh!”
    

    
      “T-Those are—!”
    

    
      The Skyknights simply stared in shock, unable to even think of running to their wyverns and getting on. At the head of the unidentified wyverns flying their way was a unique hybrid wyvern, its golden stripes on black clearly visible in the crimson wash of the rising sun. 
    

    
      “K-Kyre has appeared!”
    

    
      “The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, is attacking!”
    

    
      Having figured out their enemy’s identity, the Skyknights rushed to their wyverns. Many of the wyverns were resting with their saddles entirely off to prepare for the big attack tomorrow. Fewer than half of the wyverns were properly fitted for battle.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Just then, the mana-imbued Blessed Spears in the hands of the Nerman Skyknights coming right into effective range blazed forward at the Bajran wyverns dazedly waiting for their masters.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip. Schwip schwip schwip schwip schwip.
      
    

    
      A great procession of spears whizzed through the air like murderous hail falling on a clear sky.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Kweeeeeeeeeeeeehhh! Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh!
      
    

    
      The horrible death cries of the wyverns that were hit filled the camp.
    

    
      Because of the Empire’s power, the wyverns had never fought a real battle before, much less experienced the pain of a wound inflicted in battle. To allow for a comfortable rest, over half of them weren’t wearing wyvern armor. Deadly spears full of mana rained down on their utterly defenseless bodies, plunging in so deeply that only the hilts could be seen.
    

    
      “W-What’s going on!”
    

    
      Last night, Poltviran held a drinking party using the meeting with the nobles as a pretext and went to sleep with a lovely woman in his arms. Although the broken flag had injured his face, the best quality holy water and an imperial cleric was always prepared around him, so the wound was healed to perfection. In this early morning, far earlier than his usual wakeup time, his eyes opened to the ear-piercing shrieks of wyverns.
    

    
      “Your Majesty!”
    

    
      The exclusive tent of the Emperor maintained a balmy temperature within, as it was fitted with temperature control and silencing magic to ensure a comfortable rest. However, that comfortable warmth was dashed away when Silveron opened the tent door without permission, his face pale.
    

    
      “What’s going on! What’s all this ruckus so early in the morning?!”
    

    
      Poltviran relished sleeping in. Having been denied that, he snapped at Silveron with a surge of irritation.
    

    
      “T-That person has appeared. Your Majesty must run away at once!”
    

    
      “That person? And what would I run from?”
    

    
      This was Bajran territory. Poltviran couldn’t understand Silveron’s sudden words.
    

    
      “The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, is attacking with wyverns. Your Majesty must leave this place at once and seek safety.”
    

    
      “W-What did you say?!”
    

    
      At the mention of Kyre, Poltviran kicked away his sheets and jumped to his feet, exposing the naked body of the unconscious, pitiful young girl who hadn’t been able to sleep a single wink last night because of the Emperor’s lust.
    

    
      “What are the knights doing?!”
    

    
      “We were ambushed, so they are currently fighting. However, the situation is extremely unfavorable.”
    

    
      “That bastard, I’ll…!”
    

    
      Fueled by boiling rage, Poltviran sprang out of his tent without even wearing his airplate.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, it is dangerous!” Silveron stopped the Emperor, his face white with alarm.
    

    
      “Even if there was an ambush, how could the Empire’s knights…”
    

    
      
        Riiiiiip! Boom.
      
    

    
      Poltviran was on the verge of yelling angrily when suddenly, a spear plunged its way through the tent’s shielded magic fabric and embedded itself deep into the demon beast hide on the ground.
    

    
      “Kyaaaaaaak!”
    

    
      “Protect His Majesty!”
    

    
      “Get in the air! Get in the air and counterattack!”
    

    
      From the new hole in the tent, came miserable screams and the hoarse shouts of knights.
    

    
      “Gah!”
    

    
      Only then did Poltviran realize the urgency of the situation. His face turned as colorless as Silveron’s.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, are you alright?” The tent door opened, and a group of Imperial Knights and the Tower Master of the Imperial Magic Tower, Marquis Kermon, came inside. “Your Majesty, we must leave this place using teleportation magic immediately. Going by wyvern is impossible.”
    

    
      Having confirmed that the Emperor was safe, Marquis Kermon recommended a quick escape using teleportation magic. It was an unwritten law that the Tower Master of the Imperial Magic Tower always went wherever the Emperor went. The only 7th Circle mage who could cast teleportation magic in an emergency was the Tower Master.
    

    
      
        Kwaaaaaaaaaak. Kyaaaaaaaaaak.
      
    

    
      “Uwaaaaagh!”
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      An endless chain of wyvern and human screams from both sides of the battle could be heard outside.
    

    
      “T-Take Us to safety at once…”
    

    
      With his life on the line, Poltviran panicked, seeing nothing else but his own survival.
    

    
      “Silveron and just two knights, follow us.”
    

    
      In preparation for a day like this, Kermon always kept a teleportation magic scroll on his body. Even with the scroll, only a mage with the same number of circles as the engraved magic could use it. Also, the number of people it could transport was limited. As soon as the Marquis spoke, Silveron and two Imperial Knights rushed to his side at the speed of light.
    

    
      
        Swish.
      
    

    
      Kermon pulled out a mithril alloy scroll from the hem of his robe. A dizzying array of magic circles was drawn precisely on the scroll. He brought his mana staff, which was fitted with a Grade 2 magic crystal, to the center of the scroll.
    

    
      “Teleport!” he cast without delay.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      A tremendous amount of blue light poured out of the scroll upon activation.
    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      The runes engraved on the scroll gave off a golden light, and shortly afterwards, the Emperor, Marquis, Count, and two Imperial Knights disappeared from the tent.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Schwip schwip schwip schwip.
      
    

    
      ‘Impressive!’
    

    
      Our surprise attack was launched at an opportune time, but the Empire’s true power was not to be underestimated. Of the wyverns scattered over the wide plains, around a hundred of them escaped our initial salvo and managed to go aloft. The knights hadn’t forgotten all the battle regulations. They were sleeping next to their wyverns instead of somewhere else like careless idiots. As soon as they left the ground, they hurled spears at me and the Nerman knights.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaash!
      
    

    
      ‘That light is…!’
    

    
      I was evading the flying spears and about to attack back when suddenly, an incredible amount of golden light came from one of the tents.
    

    
      ‘7th Circle teleportation magic…’
    

    
      I was so shocked that for a moment, I forgot I was in the middle of a battle. That was 7th Circle magic, something I longed for in my dreams, and the characteristic color of teleportation magic was gold.
    

    
      ‘He got away.’ 
    

    
      It was a shame. There was only one reason why 7th Circle teleportation magic would be cast here. The cheap-ass Poltviran had abandoned his knights and fled for his life.
    

    
      
        Schwip schwip schwip schwip.
      
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      
        Cla-cla-clang.
      
    

    
      In a matter of moments, at least 300 wyverns either died or were rendered unfit for battle even before they could get in the air. However, the surviving Bajran knights swiftly flew up and were putting up a courageous fight. I had to get my head back in the game and complete what I could of the objective. Casting Shield, I repelled a volley of spears.
    

    
      And then, I raised two spears, one in each hand.
    

    
      “Eat this!”
    

    
      I hurled the spears towards two of the enemy wyverns flying towards me.
    

    
      ‘I’ll crush you all to pieces!’
    

    
      We had to inflict maximum damage to the forces here in order to secure Nerman’s peace in the future. The number of wyverns left was basically proportional to Poltviran’s arrogant power, and I intended on thoroughly destroying that power.
    

    
      This was imperial territory. There was no such kindness as mercy for wyverns that we didn’t need to keep alive.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Enemies are coming! Prepare for battle! Prepare for battle!”
    

    
      Fort Davincion was the headquarters of the Bajran Empire’s Southern Corps, located only 20 km from the border with the Kerpe Kingdom. From the fort came a knight’s mana-charged shout.
    

    
      Hearing the cry to prepare for battle, the Bajran soldiers ran to the walls with their weapons like they had been trained to do.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      After going up the fort walls to take up their positions, they stiffened in place upon seeing what was ahead.
    

    
      
        Clunk clunk clunk clunk!
      
    

    
      Davincion was an important fort manned at all times by 40,000 of the 140,000 elite troops that made up the Southern Corps. Despite their impressive fortifications, a massive army was surging towards them like a swarm of ants, having crossed the border without sound or notice to advance confidently on the fort.
    

    
      “A-Are they crazy?!”
    

    
      “Commander, what should we do?”
    

    
      An army of the Kerpe Kingdom had crossed the border to invade imperial territory. The Commander in charge of Fort Davincion and the General of the 3rd and 7th Regiment of the Southern Corps, Count Juarez, was in a state of shock, his big body shaking. 
    

    
      He had never even considered that Kerpe would dare to invade. Not long ago, he had received intelligence that a suspect group of soldiers were gathering near the borders. However, he ignored it, thinking it was an annual event to exterminate the monsters that came rampaging out of the Kovionne Mountains in the winter. But those kingdom knaves actually crossed the borders to launch an ambush, something that should have been close to impossible. Even amidst his shock, rage was blazing up inside him.
    

    
      “Send out the wyverns and destroy them!”
    

    
      100 of the 300 Corps wyverns were sent to participate in the Nerman offensive at the Emperor’s command, and another 50 had been sent to occupy the Krantz Kingdom, but the Davincion had 80 wyverns, and there was a minimum of 70 wyverns in the nearby forts.
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Juarez gave the order to attack, looking at the stupid kingdom soldiers who dared to attack with infantry alone.
    

    
      “My god… What’s that…?”
    

    
      However, his confidence did not last long. Grey shadows slowly took form above the heads of the Kerpe Kingdom soldiers.
    

    
      “It’s the Kingdom’s wyverns!” yelled the adjutant general in alarm.
    

    
      The number of wyverns wasn’t at the level where they could be easily counted. The Kerpe Kingdom should have depleted most of their wyvern forces from sending a considerable number for the Nerman subjugation, but an enormous number of wyverns were flying over in formation. There were no less than 200 wyverns out there. Juarez, who had given out an energetic command just moments ago, looked at the enemies with fearful eyes.
    

    
      A moment later, he squealed, “P-Prepare my wyvern. Prepare my wyvern!!!”
    

    
      The Kerpe Kingdom was invading the Empire with deliberate intent. Possessed by the fear that he might die a dog’s death if he stayed here, Count Juarez only had one thought in his mind.
    

    
      If he didn’t run, he wouldn’t be able to see the sun rise tomorrow.
      

    

    
      Schwiiiiiiiiiiiiiip. Booom.
    

    
      “Kuaaaaaagh!”
    

    
      “C-Counterattack! Don’t panic and defend the walls to the end!”
    

    
      At the Krantz Royal Castle, the headquarters of the Bajran Empire’s occupation force of the Krantz Kingdom, another battle raged on.
    

    
      The King had died and the Crown Prince had escaped with the majority of the kingdom’s Skyknights, so the occupation force hadn’t met much opposition to speak of. The majority of the kingdom nobles had also surrendered, and none resisted, so the men of the occupation force spent their days in idle enjoyment, taunting the women of the castle or stealing things. But then, hundreds of Krantz Kingdom wyverns appeared without a sound. They took advantage of the fact that the 200 Bajran wyverns stationed in the kingdom were scattered in important forts to launch a surprise attack.
    

    
      
        Kyaaaaaaaaaak.
      
    

    
      Even now, a fierce battle, no, a massacre, was underway in the sky above the castle. The occupation force had hastily gone aloft upon discovering the enemies, but before they could finish going into formation, the Krantz Skyknights fired a full volley at them, resulting in a massacre.
    

    
      “YEAAAHHHH! Beat back the imperial scum!”
    

    
      “Let’s serve His Highness the Crown Prince with our own hands!”
    

    
      The sky hadn’t been the only place where enemies appeared. The Bajran Empire occupation forces dumbly watching the aerial battle from the walls heard a great cheer below them. Thousands of civilians appeared near and far, all armed with shields, swords, and spears, as if they had prepared for this moment.
    

    
      
        Thud thud thud thud thud. Thud thud thud thud thud.
      
    

    
      That wasn’t all. A group of cavalry appeared on the other side of the castle walls, numbering well over several thousand.
    

    
      “Surrender! You no longer have any wyverns to protect you!”
    

    
      
        Craaaash.
      
    

    
      As the last Bajran wyvern fighting above crashed to the ground and the surviving few fled, a few people below chose that moment to shout at the remaining occupation forces. In fact, they were Krantz elite soldiers that had hidden among the populace.
    

    
      
        Clang. Clatter.
      
    

    
      The soldiers knew exactly what a battle without the help of Skyknights looked like. Moreover, this place wasn’t the Empire, but enemy territory. When someone threw down their weapon in fear, the clatter of steel on the ground was a signal to the other 50,000 men of the occupation force to give up the defense.
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAAAAHHHH!”
    

    
      “Long live the Krantz Kingdom!”
    

    
      “Long live the Crown Prince!!”
    

    
      All of the people at the Krantz Royal Castle and the former kingdom soldiers knew. They knew that the wyverns flying above them with the Krantz Kingdom flag hanging from their bellies were Krantz knights under the command of Crown Prince Veyons.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “A spirit has appeared.”
    

    
      “Mages have engaged in the attack!”
    

    
      The flustered voices of my flight leaders buzzed in my helmet.
    

    
      ‘As expected of the Empire.’
    

    
      I did receive training in Bajran at one point. The strength of the Empire could not be underestimated.
    

    
      ‘Those guys are the problem.’
    

    
      The one-sided slaughter that couldn’t be called a proper battle ended, transitioning into a fierce fight from both sides. Around ten territory knights who hadn’t gotten used to wyvern flight yet were hit by enemy spears and either made emergency landings or crashed. At the center of Bajran’s counterattack were the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard. They were our first target, but a good 50 of them managed to safely go aloft.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu.’
    

    
      It was clear that they were aiming for Bebeto and me. At least ten wyverns had already crashed down with spears in their bellies after charging at me like moths to a flame.
    

    
      I drew out my mana. There were also Bajran summoners who hadn’t managed to get in the air manipulating Shuriels from the ground, but I didn’t have time to deal with them. My focus was on the Black Wyverns making up the core of the Bajran counterattack.
    

    
      “Hasifor, send a volley to the blackies. All flight leaders, unleash a concentrated attack on the Black Wyverns!”
    

    
      “Got it, Master.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      Only a few words were needed. The five beastmen warriors who always shadowed me, forming one flight, began to charge towards the Black Wyverns.
    

    
      “Djinn, help me out a little.”
    

    
      
        Whoooosh.
      
    

    
      Shuriel and I were on friendlier terms, but this was no time to play around.
    

    
      At my call, the high spirit of wind, Djinn, opened the dimensional gate and appeared with a whirr. A strange pattern was reflected in the air as sunlight passed through its transparent body.
    

    
      “Scatter all those Black Wyverns!”
    

    
      A huge amount of mana instantly disappeared from my mana core.
    

    
      “Urgh…” I groaned. I was no stranger to the feeling, but I couldn’t get used to it at all.
    

    
      
        Kyaaaaaaaaaaa. Kuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu!
      
    

    
      The high spirit Djinn leapt in no time at all into the midst of the Black Wyverns flying in defensive formation. With a powerful burst of wind, Djinn instantly dispersed the flight formation.
    

    
      “Now! All forces, fire spears at the Black Wyverns!”
    

    
      As the Black Wyverns flailed, the formation splitting apart, I gave the command for concentrated fire.
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip.
      
    

    
      Over a hundred spears whizzed forward. It would have been difficult to find an opening if not for Djinn, but as soon as my knights saw the opening, their spears hurtled towards the hearts of the prized Bajran wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Fuck off!’
    

    
      
        Schwip, schwip, schwip!
      
    

    
      Of course, I also busily hurled spears.
    

    
      
        Craaash! Fwooooosh. Bzzzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      ‘Woah!’
    

    
      In the middle of our salvo, magic flames and explosions of electricity suddenly burst out. The beastmen had charged straight ahead at my orders and cast 5th Circle spells, setting wyverns ablaze midair and starting to torture them with electricity.
    

    
      ‘As they say, there’s courage in ignorance.’
    

    
      I did order them to go to the front and attack the Black Wyverns, but the beastmen really did make it happen.
    

    
      
        Kwaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!
      
    

    
      A wyvern turned into a rotisserie chicken by Burn Flare flapped its wings pathetically in the crimson flames, crashing to the ground.
    

    
      
        Boooooooom. Kyaaaaaaaaak.
      
    

    
      There were also wyverns twitching from electric shock. Wyvern armor might be made of mithril alloy, but from 5th Circle magic onwards, the armor’s defensive ability was dramatically reduced. As such, the wyverns that took a frontal hit of Lightning Cross were nose diving to the ground, frothing at the mouth.
    

    
      ‘Time to finish this!’
    

    
      Once the Black Wyvern flight at the center of their offense faltered, the attacking Skyknights clustered nearby panicked. I smiled wickedly at one such panicking flight of ten or so wyverns. They were about 300 meters away. After hurling two spears in quick succession, I cast the flashiest of the 6th Circle lightning spells.
    

    
      “Lightning Rain!”
    

    
      Mana realized into deadly form flew like a lightning bolt right into their flight path.
    

    
      
        Boom! Booooooom! Baboooooooooooom!
      
    

    
      As they avoided my spears in a panic, the mana of magic exploded flashily all around them.
    

    
      “Gaaaaaaaaagh!”
    

    
      
        Kaaaaaaaghhhh!
      
    

    
      Wyverns and knights alike were struck by hundreds of watermelon-sized Lightning Rain “drops” and screamed in agony. Because I had put all my strength into the spell, an area of around 50 meters was popping off like a fireworks show.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip. Kauuuuuuuu!
      
    

    
      Only after the Black Wyverns fell apart and spells burst out in quick succession did the Empire’s knights lose themselves to fear. Turning their reins, they began to rapidly flee the battlefield. As the first wyverns began to turn tail, the others followed suit like a line of toppling dominos.
    

    
      “Flights 1 and 2, chase the enemies to an appropriate distance to prevent reformation. Flight 3, end the lives of the injured enemy wyverns and collect the Blessed Spears.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      An aerial battle wasn’t much different from a ground battle. If there wasn’t an overwhelming difference in numbers, victory was decided by fighting spirit. The imperial troops that broke and turned tail first completely forgot their fierce charge moments ago and fled for their lives every which way.
    

    
      ‘What a shame.’
    

    
      Hundreds of injured wyverns were flailing on the ground. Regret began to set in. First and foremost was my regret in not being able to give that damned Poltviran a proper nosebleed. The second regret was that if time allowed, we could easily reeducate the injured wyverns and turn them into our own forces. However, we couldn’t dawdle here. We decisively carried out our blitz, but dozens of Nerman wyverns were wounded or dead. In addition, I heard that the magic tower had dispatched upper-circle mage Skyknights. If something went wrong, being greedy would result in much bigger losses for us. It looked like around 200 wyverns had fled. If they came back bolstered by wyverns from the surrounding territories and magic tower Skyknights, victory couldn’t be guaranteed.
    

    
      ‘My job here is done. Hardaim, it’s time for your part of the deal.’
    

    
      
        Kweeeeeek. Ba-ba-ba-bam. Kyaaaaaaaak.
      
    

    
      The air was filled with the final cries of Bajran wyverns that had become sitting targets for my Skyknights, who had received the command to kill. In no time at all, every wyvern in the sky was a Nerman wyvern.
    

    
      And like that, under the blessing of the sun, which had parted the red curtain of dawn and stepped onto land, the battle came to an end.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 160: Appearance of a 7th Circle Mage
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kuaaaaaaaaghh!”
    

    
      
        Craaaaaash. Clatter.
      
    

    
      After abandoning his knights and evacuating with teleportation magic, Poltviran arrived on an underground magic array in Fort Central, the base of operations for the Empire’s Central Corps located about 100 km from the battlefield. They teleported using coordinates only the Imperial Magic Tower Masters knew.
    

    
      As soon as Poltviran arrived at the fort, he went on a rampage, destroying everything inside the room.
    

    
      He was ambushed in his sleep. Because it was Bajran territory, he had relaxed in preparation for the battle ahead, but that rat bastard crossed over the Rual Mountains and attacked him. Having been on the unfortunate end of such an unexpected tactic, Poltviran’s heart was on the verge of exploding in rage.
    

    
      Silveron spoke carefully, glancing at the Emperor to check for his reaction. “Your Majesty, we still have an opportunity.”
    

    
      “What do you mean by that,” Poltviran gritted out, fixing Silveron with pupils gleaming with madness.
    

    
      Under his murderous gaze, Count Silveron trembled like a leaf. “No matter how fast he flies, it will take at least half a day to cross the Rual Mountains and reach Denfors. Since our brave Bajran knights fought a decisive battle with the bastard, he will likely face a headwind in the Rual Mountains, he won’t be very fast. Now is the time to use them.”
    

    
      “Them…?”
    

    
      At Silveron’s words, Poltviran instantly regained his composure.
    

    
      “We will use the Three Kingdom Coalition stationed at the Havis Kingdom borders to attack Denfors. The force this morning looked to be about 200 wyverns. There is no doubt that Kyre came with the entirety of Nerman’s wyvern force. If we strike while the house is empty…”
    

    
      “Ohhhhhh! Such a good plan was available to us!”
    

    
      He was resentful that he’d suffered this humiliating attack, but as long as he could have his revenge, his blazing rage would subside. Poltviran smiled, as if his rampage earlier had never happened.
    

    
      “If the emergency communication channel is used, we can contact them immediately. Will Your Majesty make the order to attack at once?”
    

    
      “Of course! Give Duke Ormere in the Coalition the order to attack right this instant!”
    

    
      “By your will!”
    

    
      Due to the Emperor’s absolutely insane rage, only Silveron remained in the room. He bowed his head and received the Emperor’s command.
    

    
      Misfortune begets fortune.
    

    
      If things went well, they would be able to transform their bad luck to good fortune.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “A-Advance the attack on Nerman right now!”
    

    
      The Three Kingdom Coalition being coerced by the Bajran Empire was assembled on the Havis-Nerman border. Duke Ormere, the Bajran noble dispatched to command the Coalition, gave the order to attack. He was so flustered that he stumbled on his words, but he was doing his utmost to conceal his emotions.
    

    
      “Was the lumikar that flew in just now bearing the command of His Majesty the Emperor?” Duke Hardaim asked, hiding his taut nerves.
    

    
      Everyone was more on edge than before. If Kyre failed, they would truly have to attack Nerman. Moreover, the Kerpe Kingdom army had crossed the Bajran borders and was probably seizing Fort Davincion around now.
    

    
      “Naturally. His Majesty ordered us to attack Denfors at once.”
    

    
      “Denfors, right now? I thought the order to attack would come tomorrow morning, is that not so…?”
    

    
      Even as he spoke, Hardaim felt his blood boiling. He might be a battle-tested hero, but it was impossible to not feel tense in a mentally taxing situation like this.
    

    
      “According to the missive from His Majesty, no one is in Nerman at the moment. The knights of the Three Kingdoms will follow His Majesty’s orders at once and seize the central city of Nerman, Denfors. The Empire’s knight orders will follow suit posthaste.”
    

    
      Duke Ormere had lived several decades in the political world. He could sense that something was off about Duke Hardaim’s probing words.
    

    
      The Eastern Corps fort received a magic transmission and sent the Emperor’s attack order in top-secret with a lumikar. It was also written that the Nerman traitors had crossed the Rual Mountains and attacked, dealing enormous damage to the Emperor’s camp. In order to counterattack, they were to attack Nerman immediately. Ormere was briefly stunned by the news of defeat, but he snapped back to his senses upon hearing Duke Hardaim’s query.
    

    
      ‘These bastards…’
    

    
      It wasn’t just Hardaim who was acting strangely. The generals of the Andain and Kuviran Kingdoms were also unusually tense. Something was up.
    

    
      “His Majesty said that he is crossing the Rual Mountains in advance because all of the preparations are complete, so the loyal Three Kingdoms Coalition should follow suit!”
    

    
      After recovering his usual composure, Duke Ormere ordered the Three Kingdoms to obey the Emperor’s command. However, there was something he had forgotten, and that was the fact that the three dukes in front of him had tussled as much as he had in the political scenes of their individual kingdoms.
    

    
      “Huhuhu…” Duke Hardaim gave a dark chuckle.
    

    
      “W-What is the meaning of that laugh! Do you find His Majesty the Emperor’s command funny?!”
    

    
      “Hahaha, hahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      At Duke Ormere’s indignation, Hardaim burst out into an unrestrained guffaw.
    

    
      “How laughable.”
    

    
      “W-What did you say? Did you just say laughable?!”
    

    
      The two might bear the same duke title, but a duke of an empire was around the level of a kingdom’s king. So when a duke of a kingdom dared to call him laughable, Ormere grew enraged.
    

    
      “Let me ask you one thing. The Emperor you claim is crossing the Rual Mountains right now to attack Nerman is aware that no one is in Nerman? Are you saying that the Lord of Nerman and his knights all fled out of fear of His Majesty?”
    

    
      Stiffening for one moment, Ormere stuttered, “T-That’s…”
    

    
      He had accidentally spoken contradictory words in his momentary daze. Ormere felt a flush of panic.
    

    
      “Shall I give you the answer to that question?” asked Hardaim with a wide, mischievous smile. “My guess is that the mighty Emperor of the Empire suffered a blow from the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, and is licking his wounds while holed up in some fort. I bet he intends on making up for his defeat by ordering the clueless Coalition to attack. Is that correct?”
    

    
      When Hardaim revealed the exact truth of the situation, Duke Ormere drew in a sharp breath, his face losing all color. The latest development was something he only found out by reading the urgent missive. He had swiftly burned it immediately after reading it, so these people shouldn’t know, but they clearly did.
    

    
      “Y-You bastards…”
    

    
      Ormere was no fool. Unless they had conspired with Kyre, they wouldn’t know about this.
    

    
      “Huhu…”
    

    
      A low laugh rang out.
    

    
      
        Baaaam!
      
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      In the midst of his mental shock, Ormere was suddenly attacked. The long spear that never left Duke Hardaim’s side punched through Duke Ormere’s airplate and into his right leg, the shaft glowing with mana.
    

    
      “Y-You dare commit treason… argh…” Even as his face twisted with agony, Ormere looked straight at Hardaim.
    

    
      “What treason? We merely recovered our rights. This is simply our resolve to live as masters of our kingdoms rather than dogs of the Empire.” Hardaim met Duke Ormere’s eyes with a frosty look. “I won’t kill you. Go and relay my words clearly to your Emperor. It’s time for you to pay the price for your madness…”
    

    
      It was an obvious declaration of war. 
    

    
      Speechless, Duke Omrere screwed his eyes shut.
    

    
      The kingdoms had rebelled in full force. If it were him, he would have done the same.
    

    
      If one was slated for death, it was human instinct to squeal before the slaughter.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      The plains where we had stomped Poltviran and the Empire’s pride, his Skyknights, was an utter mess. Scattered around were wyverns that had lost their lives to three or four spears without even being able to spread their wings and the remains of half-crushed wyverns that had crashed down.
    

    
      The intense smell of their blood made me grimace. The fishy reek of blood was still hard for me to get used to. Spears were being recovered from the dead wyvern corpses, and their armor, as well as the airplates of the dead Skyknights, were stripped off. My knights didn’t have to move a finger. We ordered the trembling, submissive Bajran soldiers to do the work. Other than the knights running patrols just in case, all the Nerman knights were resting on the ground, and the crashed wyverns and knights from our side were given holy water as an emergency measure.
    

    
      ‘Enemies?’
    

    
      We were taking a quick breather when suddenly, I spotted a group of wyverns in the distance. They weren’t imperial troops, and worse yet, they weren’t Nerman knights.
    

    
      “Enemies are approaching!” came a shout from the patrol leader in my helmet.
    

    
      “All forces, emergency flight!”
    

    
      “Prepare for battle! Prepare for battle!”
    

    
      ‘The rest of the knights haven’t returned yet!’ I had sent the 1st and 2nd Flights to pursue the fleeing wyverns. Right now, I only had the smallest flight with me, the 50 wyverns of the 3rd Flight. ‘I-It can’t be, is it the magic towers?’
    

    
      The wyverns flying towards us weren’t in a uniform flight formation, and there were around 100 of them. I suddenly thought of the magic towers that were said to be participating.
    

    
      Bebeto kicked off the ground, and with a quick flap of his wings, we surged into the air. The enemies were about 7 km away. The Nerman knights rapidly formed a triangular shape, assuming a variation of the defense formation.
    

    
      I felt cold sweat run down my back. Thinking about it now, our plan had been a truly risky venture. If the magic towers had appeared in the middle of the battle, we would have been soundly routed.
    

    
      ‘Will they have a 7th Circle Mage…?’
    

    
      I might have 7th Circle-level mana, but I was still solidly stuck in the 6th Circle. There was no doubt that the magic tower wyverns were all familiar with magic attacks.
    

    
      ‘Fine, come. Since we’re bound to clash anyway, I’ll milk you guys now rather than later!’
    

    
      I had cast my fear to the wind long ago, and the Skyknights of Nerman were just as fearless for their lives.
    

    
      In the short moment while I was thinking, the distance between us greatly shrank.
    

    
      A spear went up in my right hand. Mana was vibrating in the air, an indication that the mages flying towards us were preparing to attack as well.
      

    

    
      ‘What’s going on?!!!!’
    

    
      After receiving word from some noble that Emperor Poltviran was enraged that the aid of the magic towers was late, the Allied Forces of the Magic Towers hastily departed before sunrise. They were commanded by the Vice-master of the Ildorian Magic Tower, Trevelyan. Although he wasn’t a Tower Master, he was a 7th Circle mage capable of rising to the position of a Tower Master in another tower or becoming a palace mage. He was able to stand at the front because his skills were the most outstanding out of all the mages participating in this battle.
    

    
      ‘T-That person, can it be???’
    

    
      Now that the sun’s powerful rays had completely dashed away the darkness, he could see clearly ahead. This was definitely still Empire territory, but traces of a battle could be seen everywhere, and the ground was littered with the corpses of Black Wyverns, the symbol of the Bajran Empire. A group of wyverns were facing them in battle formation, and among them, one wyvern stood out. It was a wyvern that matched the appearance of the hybrid wyvern belonging to the Lord of Nerman who had become famous over the continent, Kyre.
    

    
      ‘My god!’
    

    
      He was dubious and couldn’t believe his eyes, but then they were within 4 km of each other in what felt like a blink of an eye. At that point, as if to confirm they weren’t imperial troops, the other side raised spears in their hands. Trevelyan felt his heart sink with a jolt. He was a 7th Circle mage, but a battle of this nature was a first for him. For the past few decades, the continent hadn’t had any real wars to speak of, and the mages of the magic towers lived a cushier life than ever before. No one on the continent dared to offend the magic towers. 
    

    
      ‘Dammit…’
    

    
      He couldn’t turn around and run either. If they turned their wyverns now, their backs would be to the enemy. When he turned slightly to discreetly look around, he saw that the other mage Skyknights had read the mood and were preparing for battle.
    

    
      ‘Even if the range of their spears is high, they won’t be able to pierce through Shield magic and wyvern armor. Plus, we outnumber them.’
    

    
      Among the mages, only the most aggressive of them were chosen to become Skyknights. In that respect, the mage Skyknights possessed just as much fighting spirit as a knight. In particular, the people that made up their force were powerful mages of at least the 5th Circle or higher. They were more than capable of repelling spears with Shield.
    

    
      Unable to flee this battle, instead of raising a spear, Trevelyan raised his mana staff. As the mana core of a 7th Circle mage activated, the surrounding mana began to swell towards him.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Woah!’
    

    
      I could clearly see a whirlpool of mana ahead. The enemies before us were definitely mage Skyknights from the magic towers, and they were finishing up their preparations for battle.
    

    
      ‘Impressive!’
    

    
      In a few moments, they would be coming into range. They felt qualitatively different from other Skyknights I had faced. Unlike regular wyvern flights that had mages and summoners mixed in at a 1 to 10 or 20 ratio, the group ahead was purely made up of upper-circle mages. When their mana cores activated, enormous mana waves billowed off from the area surrounding them as they flew, an effect that was especially pronounced for the group of mages at the front.
    

    
      ‘A 7th Circle mage!’
    

    
      To my surprise, 7th Circle mana levels were surging around, as if a tower master was participating.
    

    
      ‘They’re aiming for me.’
    

    
      The 7th Circle mage was making a beeline towards me, clearly focusing his mana on me.
    

    
      ‘Come then, this elder will give you a proper nosebleed today!’
    

    
      I wasn’t one to huddle down in fear, even in front of a 7th Circle mage. Rather, I wanted to experience what it was like. That was the 7th Circle, a realm I couldn’t reach with the 8th Circle magic knowledge in my head. I wanted a full-body experience of the strength of a mage who had achieved enlightenment before I did.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto, if you mess up today, you’ll lose your skin.’
    

    
      Bebeto possesed balls of steel and was just as fearless towards the approaching danger. He flapped his wings hard, bravely surging ahead.
    

    
      ‘Now!’
    

    
      And before I knew it, we were in range. I hurled the spear in my hand towards the enemy with all my strength.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The spear vanished with a trail of light.
    

    
      
        Schwip schwip schwip schwip schwip schwip schwip.
      
    

    
      The spears of the Nerman Skyknights whizzed off behind it.
    

    
      
        Craaaaash! Cla-cla-cla-cla-clang! Ruuuumble. Sch-sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip.
      
    

    
      ‘Holy!’
    

    
      After throwing my spear, I waited for the result, thinking that even upper-circle mages would be hard-pressed to deal with a concentrated volley of spears.
    

    
      However, an unbelievable sight met my eyes. The fierce onslaught of spears crashed into a hundred opaque, milky Shields and whistled off in every direction, leaving the mages completely unscathed.
    

    
      ‘We’re fucked!’
    

    
      Meanwhile, the distance between us and the enemies had closed considerably. We had flown straight at each other, so there was only 2 km between us. I swiftly pulled out another spear. As long as those mage Skyknights were worth their salt, I could assume their wyvern armor and airplates, both of which were equivalent to their lives, were armed with various spells. And since they were from magic towers, they wouldn’t have skimped on magic crystals or other materials.
    

    
      “Flight leaders, fire one round of spears and then break off to the sides with Shield active and form back up in the rear! Hasifor, cast Shield and buy some time!”
    

    
      If things went wrong, we could suffer a crushing defeat at this rate. I immediately made a judgment call.
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Nerman’s strengths were different from that of other empire or kingdom Skyknights. The communication channel with the flight leaders, the core of our complex attacks, was a weapon that could enable quick judgements and changes to our formation.
    

    
      
        Schwip schwip schwip schwip schwip schwip schwip schwip. 
      
    

    
      Many of the mage Skyknights had spears as well. After the Nerman Skyknights fired off their second round, the opposite side fired back.
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      Behind me, the beastmen secured our position with Shield, drawing the attention of the enemies.
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      I also activated the Shield on Bebeto’s wyvern armor.
    

    
      
        Whiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiirrrrrr!
      
    

    
      Just in case, I had installed a Grade 2 magic crystal into his armor. With the addition of my mana, it created an opaque Shield that could protect a 20 meter radius.
    

    
      
        Flash. Cla-cla-cla-cla-cla-clang. Baaaaaaaaam.
      
    

    
      ‘Ugh!’
    

    
      2 km was nothing compared to the speed of a Blessed Spear. It was just enough distance to see a spear coming and turn your wyvern a few degrees to just barely dodge. In such a dangerous situation, I had to block all the incoming attacks with a single Shield, something I hadn’t had to do in a long time. The mages on the other side also cast Shield to avoid spears.
    

    
      It was a battle I hadn’t even imagined we would be signing up for.
    

    
      
        Kweeeeeeeeek. Cla-claaaaaang.
      
    

    
      After firing their spears, the Nerman wyverns immediately swerved to the left and right. I heard the agonized cries of wyverns behind me as several wyvern Shields and armor were broken.
    

    
      ‘These bastards!’
    

    
      Of course, a few of the mage wyverns became hedgehogs under the concentrated salvo and were crashing down as well.
    

    
      ‘We’re gonna punch right through!’
    

    
      The distance had shrunk to 1 km in no time. Still maintaining Shield, Bebeto and I charged directly towards the enemy center.
    

    
      However, a close-ranged fight was a bad call in every way. This brief lapse in judgment, caused by the fact that this was my first fight with a wyvern flight made up purely of mages, would come back directly to my neck.
    

    
      ‘What’re you looking at, bastard?! Have a taste of this!’
    

    
      The mage at the front was definitely preparing a nice and toasty 7th Circle spell for me. I raised spears in both hands, aiming them right at the guy flying over on his shielded wyvern.
    

    
      
        Ziiiiiing.
      
    

    
      Because I couldn’t fire my spears while Shield was active, I briefly recalled the spell, a very dangerous decision. Thankfully, there was a gap in their throws, as if they had been ordered to fire at regular intervals, and I threw my spears using that opening.
    

    
      “Shield!!!”
    

    
      Of course, I recast Shield immediately after sending off the spears.
    

    
      ‘Alright then, gimme a taste of 7th Circle magic!’
    

    
      The beastmen were battle nuts who would rise from a dead sleep if fighting was involved. They followed their brute-force master and plunged into the widespread enemies. Meanwhile, the territory’s Skyknights made wide turns to reassemble further away.
    

    
      “When the flight leaders are in position, fire spears while maintaining the maximum distance away! Continue fighting in your individual flights rather than a united defense formation! Flight Hasifor, control your speed to increase your distance from me.”
    

    
      Clumping together would definitely be inviting death. I urgently relayed my commands.
    

    
      “Yes, siiiir!”
    

    
      Despite the urgency of the situation, the territory’s knights replied with a vigorous acquiescence, unaware that their liege was charging into a pack of dogs.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘This lunatic!’
    

    
      The man who was definitely the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, rained a concentrated salvo of spears on them in a short period of time. And then, he flew forward with his Shield active, heading straight into a place with 100 mage Skyknights.
    

    
      ‘I’ll send you to hell along with those other crazy bastards.’
    

    
      Flying behind the Nerman Lord were five Skyknights. Curiously enough, they were riding Gold Wyverns, the symbol of the Laviter Empire. 
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu…’
    

    
      Once they came into magic range, Trevelyan made an ominous smile. The Lord of Nerman, a pain in the ass for the empire and the one who had slighted Ildorian, was truly asking for death today.
    

    
      
        Whirr.
      
    

    
      Trevelyan deactivated his Shield. Then, raising his mana staff, he shouted out the chant for the magic he had memorized, aiming it at the Lord of Nerman only 500 meters away.
    

    
      “Wind Stoooooooorm!”
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 161: Like a Double Wicked Candle
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      A blue ball of mana the size of an adult’s head was hurtling my way, clearly showing the characteristics of a pure wind spell.
    

    
      I gulped.
    

    
      This was the prepared magic the 7th Circle mage had cast after recalling his Shield.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto, see you alive on the other side!’
    

    
      I didn’t want this to happen, but I had taken the enemy too lightly. Even though I knew that the magic towers were sending support, I never expected that a mage on the level of a Tower Master would show up here.
    

    
      The price for that mistake was this sudden crisis.
    

    
      I activated my mana core to its utmost, preparing to take the brunt of the incoming spell, which was definitely 7th Circle wind magic. It reached me in seconds, drawing in all of the surrounding mana like the eye of a storm.
    

    
      ‘It’s coming!’
    

    
      The spell unfolded with incredible speed. Due to my intense concentration, my eyes were clearly able to pick up everything they saw. It was… a marvelous sight. Mana molecules on a different level from 6th Circle mana joined and then exploded outward. Dominating the area in mere moments, the magic surrounded me, filled with the caster’s will and almost nuclear mana.
    

    
      “Barrier!!!!!”
    

    
      That was the greatest defense magic I could cast.
    

    
      
        Whiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiirrrrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      The mana core at my waist drew mana from my upper and middle danjeon, throwing it all into the Barrier spell.
    

    
      
        Ziiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiing!
      
    

    
      In all actuality, a Barrier just to protect me would be no problem. It was obvious that the wind spell was unfolding on a large scale with me at its center. If I cast a tightly-knit Barrier just large enough to cover myself, I could protect myself with mana to spare. However, I had to protect the large Bebeto from the spell as well.
    

    
      An intensely milky-colored Barrier formed under the storm of wind blades, presumably the 7th Circle Wind Storm. And in that moment, my entire body became one with the magic. Because I had to protect a three-dimensional space and not just the space in front of me, my mana connected to the spell like it was my blood.
    

    
      Even as I concentrated, I raised a spear in my hand.
    

    
      If we made it out of here… I would chisel my name in the mage’s mind the moment we were free.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Foolish bastard. Kukuku.”
    

    
      Trevelyan chuckled as he watched Kyre cast Barrier to meet his 7th Circle Wind Storm.
    

    
      Mana circle superiority was an absolute law. This wasn’t a low circle, but the 7th Circle, where exponential amounts of mana were used. It was like heaven and earth compared to the 6th Circle. The density and quantity of the activated mana were incomparable.
    

    
      Kyre’s Barrier was fairly impressive on its own, but that was all. How could a 6th Circle spell possibly block a 7th Circle one?
    

    
      
        Ziiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnngg.
      
    

    
      Trevelyan’s Wind Storm descended on the Barrier.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      The shrieks of fierce wind blades pierced his ears. Hovering in stationary flight, Trevelyan gleefully imagined the Lord of Nerman being ripped into tiny pieces.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      As spell met spell, a tremendous explosion filled the air, caused by a clash of mana quantities so great they could send a castle wall fortified with defensive magic flying in one hit.
    

    
      
        Claaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaang.
      
    

    
      His Wind Storm, which had perfectly absorbed the surrounding mana, encapsulating the Barrier with a blast of blue light. That was accompanied with a cacophony of metallic shrieks. It was impossible to see what was going on within. As the offensive and defensive spells collided, the entire area was covered in an impenetrable storm of lights.
    

    
      
        Claaaaaaaaaaang, craaaaaaaaaack.
      
    

    
      ‘He’s lasting longer than I thought.’
    

    
      The duration of a spell was proportional to the mage’s mana quantity. Since Trevelyan wasn’t at the highest level of the 7th Circle, his Wind Storm had a duration of about 20 seconds. Trevelyan had been closing his eyes with a smile, but a flash of doubt appeared in his expression. Most 6th Circle Barrier spells would have been ripped to pieces upon impact, but the clashing noises hadn’t stopped.
    

    
      The other mages had already transitioned into stationary flight. If they got any closer, it was possible they could be dragged into the storm. They observed the 7th Circle spell with half-lidded eyes like onlookers instead of people in the middle of a battle. Even for mages within a magic tower, 7th Circle magic was not something they could see on an everyday basis, so they were admiring the blinding but magnificent world of magic an archmage had created with relish.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Ahhh!”
    

    
      However, their bliss was short-lived. The watching mages exclaimed in shock. Although they were in stationary flight, because of the Wind Storm unfolding just 300 meters away, their wyverns were buffeted by strong winds. But the gusts and light disappeared all of a sudden, signaling the end of the magic’s duration.
    

    
      
        GUAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!
      
    

    
      The thunderous roar of an enraged wyvern blasted into the ears of the dazed mages.
    

    
      “OI, YOU LITTLE BITCHES! EAT THIS!”
    

    
      One man’s hoarse shout rang out in the sky. Flying past the area that had been a battlefield of magic just moments ago was a wyvern and the man riding it. The wyvern’s armor and hide were marked with hundreds of cuts, and blood had covered its entire body.
    

    
      And yet, still did it fly, charging directly at them.
    

    
      
        Kyaaaaaaaaak! Kweeeeeeeeeeeh!
      
    

    
      That wasn’t all. Five Gold Wyverns and Skyknights appeared behind the bloody black hybrid wyvern, plunging into the midst of the stationary mages in moments.
    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip.
      
    

    
      As they hovered in a daze, spears whistled towards them. Trevelyan and the mages, who had never doubted their victory, felt their bodies instantly stiffen in fear.
      

    

    
      
        Baaaam!
      
    

    
      A spear plunged right into the body of the mage that had fired 7th Circle magic on me. I couldn’t see his expression because of his helmet, but it was probably filled with incomprehension, not understanding what had just penetrated his body.
    

    
      
        Baam! Babaam! Kweeeeeeeeeeek!
      
    

    
      “Uwaaaghhhhh!”
    

    
      The slaughter did not end there. Thanks to Wind Storm being focused on me, the beastmen hadn’t taken much damage. They shot into the loose throng of mages, throwing their spears as soon as they could.
    

    
      ‘Shit! You’re all dead.’
    

    
      I could feel my nose dripping with blood from each nostril. Anger filled me from head to toe. Bebeto wasn’t in good condition either. His armor and body were shredded while enduring the 7th Circle spell, and blood was flowing like water from his torn hide.
    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip!
      
    

    
      I fired my spears as quickly as my two hands could grab them. The mages still maintaining stationary flight were no different from stupid flies that had come into range of the flyswatter.
    

    
      “My liege! Please leave the attack to us and withdraw!”
    

    
      “My liege! We’ve returned!”
    

    
      Just then, an endless barrage of worried voices from my flight leaders, who had returned from their pursuit and recovered their formation.
    

    
      “Kill them all. Don’t let a single one survive!”
    

    
      “YES, SIR!”
    

    
      I gave a cold-hearted command, and the knights’ cries of furious loyalty rang inside my helmet.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty, I believe you must return to the Imperial Palace at once.”
    

    
      “What happened?!”
    

    
      Unable to shed his bad habits, Poltviran was groping the body of one of the beautiful maids serving in Fort Central. When Silveron and Marquis Darvasin opened the door to his room without even knocking, he yelled in alarm.
    

    
      He might have suffered a loss, but if the Three Kingdom Coalition conquered the empty Nerman, there would be no better result. Even Kyre’s morale would be completely broken by the sight of Denfors razed down to the ground. As such, Poltviran was greatly displeased when Silveron urged him to return to the Imperial Palace with an urgent expression.
    

    
      “Answer me, what happened?!” shouted Poltviran at Count Silveron, who was trembling, unable to speak.
    

    
      “T-There’s been a rebellion! According to the emergency magic communication that just came in, the kingdoms have declared war on the empire and have begun to cross the borders. In addition, the Royal Castle in the Krantz Kingdom was recovered by Crown Prince Veyons and his forces! The entirety of our occupation force has been imprisoned!”
    

    
      Poltviran took in a huge breath of shock, his eyes growing wide.
    

    
      The rebellion of the kingdoms was something he had never imagined. He felt his consciousness growing faint for a moment.
    

    
      “Please, may Your Majesty return to the Imperial Palace at once to protect your safety. Your Majesty must declare a state of emergency for the entire army and gather the strength of the lords.”
    

    
      Silveron wasn’t an idiot. Even in this moment of crisis, he was very clear on how he should act to save himself.
    

    
      “Q-Quickly prepare my wyvern! Quickly!!!!!”
    

    
      Even if they flew quickly, the capital was a 3-day distance from Fort Central. If the three kingdoms had truly declared war, there was no safer place than the capital.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Phew…”
    

    
      Only after landing Bebeto at his hangar in Nerman Castle did the breath I’d been holding finally come out.
    

    
      ‘I can’t do that ever again.’
    

    
      The hair-raising and blood-boiling way that moment had felt was still vivid in my mind. Slapping Poltviran across the face was fine and dandy, but the sudden attack of the magic tower mages nearly sent me into the embrace of God.
    

    
      
        Flap flap, flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      When Bebeto landed, all of the territory’s knights landed as well. I didn’t know how the situation would develop, so I had all of the Skyknights land in Nerman Castle’s covert.
    

    
      ‘30 died…’
    

    
      It was a paltry number compared to the enemy’s losses, but still, 30 Skyknights passed away. Their short lives ended from the impact of landing even before holy water could be used.
    

    
      “My liege!”
    

    
      “Lord Kyre!”
    

    
      “Hyung!!!!”
    

    
      As if they had been waiting on the edge of their seats for my return, welcome faces like Derval, Aramis, and Igis came running to my side.
    

    
      ‘Still, we’re lucky it was only that.’
    

    
      If Duke Hardaim hadn’t shown up with his offer, either today or tomorrow, Nerman would have been up in flames. What would have faced us was a massive attack of over 1,600 wyverns assisted by mages. I knew in my heart that the death of my knights was not in vain.
    

    
      “Well done, my knights. I command you to rest until additional orders!”
    

    
      “Yes, siiiiiir!”
    

    
      Having jumped from their wyverns and gathered around me, the knights loudly shouted a salute to my command.
    

    
      ‘Come! No matter who you are, I will give you a big welcome!’
    

    
      The greater the oppression, the stronger my will became, like a candle with a doubled wick.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      In the Garvit Duchy, located in the northern region of the Bajran Empire, Duke Garvit clicked his tongue at the pressing situation of the Empire that was being swiftly reported to him.
    

    
      Just what hurdles had the Empire overcome to reach its current position? About 330 years had passed since the first emperor, Alvatreon, founded the Empire. He defeated the monsters charging down from the Litore Mountains and repelled the invasion of the Temir, bringing about the birth of the Great Bajran Empire within the whirlpool that was the continent.
    

    
      Actually, Bajran’s land was not as big as the Laviter and Opern Empires. However, the loyal vassals who held Bajran in their heart served the Empire and Emperor with their utmost loyalty, meriting Bajran its empire name.
    

    
      But that mighty empire was crumbling in the span of days. The cause was the tyranny of Poltviran, the first and only tyrant in all of the Empire’s history. The kingdoms that were tied to Bajran by blood and friendship turned their backs on the Empire, and the main force of the Emperor and the Bajran Empire was destroyed by a single territory.
    

    
      “The Emperor is secluding himself in the Imperial Palace, and the nobles are refusing to cooperate with their armies… Difficult times are ahead.”
    

    
      Due to the command of the late Emperor Havitron, Duke Garvit’s forces were still sound and whole. His current forces were made up of the 200 duchy wyverns and the 150 reserve forces of the 9th Regiment assigned to the North, as well as the 250 or so wyverns belonging to the minor nobles following him. In total, it was a force of 600 wyverns, a number with which one could fight a kingdom.
    

    
      ‘The Emperor’s missive, huh…’
    

    
      He fell into a moment of contemplation. Duke Garvit had used illness as an excuse to avoid participating in the Nerman subjugation. As a result, the duchy’s knight order was still whole. 
    

    
      However, Emperor Poltviran had passed down an edict. Normally, it would have been sent through communication magic, but the duke had deliberately rendered the magic communication channel unusable. As such, the Emperor’s edict was passed down by lumikar, coming on the heels of the news that Nerman’s lord had scattered the Emperor’s Skyknights like fallen autumn leaves and each of the kingdoms had risen up in rebellion as if they had been waiting for their moment.
    

    
      The Emperor’s command told him to immediately come to the capital and participate in subjugating the rebels.
    

    
      “Even lumikars lose their way sometimes.”
    

    
      
        Riiiiip.
      
    

    
      Of the various documents around him, the one Duke Garvit ripped up was the edict sent by the Emperor.
    

    
      He had already made up his mind. Even if he were to gather the North’s forces and go to the Emperor, it would be difficult to do anything about the spirited kingdom armies. Rather, simply staying here would restrict the advance of the Kuviran Kingdom.
    

    
      “I have to serve the true emperor now.”
    

    
      Garvit had already erased Poltviran from his mind. He thought of the prince who was still young, but bore the strongest resemblance to Emperor Havitron’s character.
    

    
      “Count Kyre, I will leave His Highness in your care for a little longer.”
    

    
      However, it wasn’t time yet. Duke Garvit was waiting, waiting for the elimination of the useless nobles and the ignorant emperor left in Bajran.
    

    
      He silently closed his eyes.
    

    
      If the soul of Emperor Havitron, may he rest in peace, still lingered in the world, Garvit prayed earnestly for him to watch over Nerman, for the sake of Bajran and the Prince.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 162: Tearing Down the Wall
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Sitting in my exclusive training hall under Nerman Castle, a room hundreds of meters large fortified by a defensive magic array, I concentrated while assuming mana breathing position. I was trying my best to recall the feeling of the 7th Circle magic I experienced when I was hit by Wind Storm. I tried to imagine those dense, intricate mana molecules, but it wasn’t as easy as I thought.
    

    
      ‘I have to cultivate my skills more.’
    

    
      The Bajran Empire’s strength might be fractured, but the Laviter Empire’s forces were still whole. They had recklessly barged into Nerman and suffered a blow, but I was sure the top empire of the continent had strength to spare. Also, the magic towers wouldn’t stay still either. Of course they wouldn’t, when we had committed a mass slaughter of their precious mage Skyknights. They were people who lived and died on pride. It was possible that the Tower Masters of each magic tower would participate in the next invasion.
    

    
      ‘I have to break the wall of the 7th Circle.’
    

    
      The news of the war between the Bajran Empire and the kingdoms kept flying in. There must have been a lot of pent-up resentment, because the kingdoms charged onto empire territory without hesitation. Of course, the Empire didn’t take that sitting down, either. I might have dealt them a jaw-breaking blow, but their dormant power was more than enough to fight back against the three, or rather, with Krantz included, the four kingdoms. Bajran lost a considerable amount of territory, but in the last few weeks, the war had reached a stalemate.
    

    
      In the meantime, I tended to the territory’s internal stability. We secured greater food stability by harvesting the spring wheat and focused on the education of Skyknights to make up for our lacking numbers as quickly as possible. Unlike the other empires and kingdoms, we were able to make up for their inadequate skills with the performance of our spears.
    

    
      But the problem was me. If it weren’t for the 7th Circle mage’s carelessness, I could have died a miserable death, an absolute humiliation for a disciple of the 8th Circle Archmage Aidal whose name was famous across the continent. 
    

    
      I gritted my teeth and continued to fight with magic.
    

    
      ‘It was a bit more dense and intricate. Mana molecules were fusing organically, like a polymer structure.’
    

    
      The 7th Circle mana molecules were vivid in my mind. I might have reached the 7th Circle when it came to mana quantity, but that was only quantity. Like the difference between a pig iron sword and a steel sword, my 6th Circle magic was incredibly lacking.
    

    
      ‘I definitely felt it…’
    

    
      Despite being in a deadly crisis, the 7th Circle magic had enraptured me with its marvelous might.
    

    
      
        Whiiiiir.
      
    

    
      When I thought of the 7th Circle, my mana core activated automatically.
    

    
      ‘Wind Storm’s mana formula is…’
    

    
      The mana sequence came unbidden as soon as I thought about the formula. Magic was the manifestation of one’s will, and those complicated, drawing-like formulas had to be clearly understood in order to manifest them. Like 1 plus 1, formulas upon formulas filled my mind.
    

    
      For the first time, I was challenging a 7th Circle magic formula, which I hadn’t done before for fear that my mana core might collapse.
    

    
      Without even realizing it, the formulas of Wind Storm clearly came together in my mind. The higher a spell went in circles, the more energy it would draw from other elements. It might be wind magic, but the spell formula could only be completed by organizing earth, water, and fire formulas. As if I were memorizing a spell, the spell formula settled into place and continued assembling itself without my bidding.
    

    
      
        Whirr, whirr, whirr.
      
    

    
      As the formula neared completion, more and more intricate mana molecules that went beyond my limits mixed in with the mana in my core.
    

    
      ‘Urgh!’
    

    
      When the mana in the mana core at my waist grew insufficient to sustain the spell, the mana residing in my middle and upper dantians rapidly flowed out. It was then that I snapped back to consciousness.
    

    
      ‘I-I have to stop it!’
    

    
      I regained consciousness, but my unconscious will had brought the spell formula to near completion. The magic knowledge Master had planted in my head hurtled forward like a train with broken brakes, resisting my will.
    

    
      
        Whirr! Whirr! Whiirr! Whirrrr! Whirrr!
      
    

    
      After passing my limits, the overloaded mana made my circles vibrate like they were going to explode.
    

    
      
        Snap, snap, snap.
      
    

    
      And then, I felt my veins snapping. Once there wasn’t enough mana in my mana core, the spell went from drawing not only from my upper and middle danjeons, but also the mana flowing in every vein in my body, propelling it urgently into my core.
    

    
      ‘Guh!’
    

    
      Despite the agonizing pain, my mouth wouldn’t open. As uncontrollable mana rampaged in my body, the possibility that my formerly obedient mana core could collapse flashed through my mind.
    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      It didn’t end there. When the yin-attribute mana melted in my mana core grew insufficient, my core began to suck in the surrounding mana.
    

    
      
        Whirr, bzzzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      ‘This crazy little!’
    

    
      It was my body, but it felt like my body was taken over by some other consciousness. Sparks began to fly from my body, which had no airplate on. I’d taken it off, so as to not interfere with my magic training.
    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzzzt, bzzzzzzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      The mana in the air must have been insufficient, because mana bristling with sparks rushed in from the nearby walls and was sucked towards my body like some scene in a manhwa.
    

    
      ‘I-It can’t be!’
    

    
      And at that moment, a certain thought struck me. Right now, a Grade 1 magic crystal was fortifying the castle walls and my mansion with defensive magic so powerful that even 7th Circle magic could not penetrate it. I felt the same mana imprint I’d sensed from that Grade 1 crystal in the mana that was getting sucked towards me. It was an extraordinary phenomenon that even Master’s compendium of magic knowledge had no record of. I could only watch blankly, powerless to lift a single finger.
    

    
      At some point, like the collision and fusion of atoms in a nuclear explosion, my unconscious will completed the construction of the 7th Circle spell formula. With a ringing shock, my entire body fell into a state of resonance.
    

    
      ‘Argh! I can’t die like this!’
    

    
      Dismay and bitter chagrin flowed into me like the rising tide. I made it through so much to achieve this paradise. A little more, just a little more, and nobody on the Kallian Continent would be able to make light of me. After that, I was going to dance, party, and make love every day with the women who loved me, but I was dying because of this uncontrolled magic.
    

    
      ‘Nghh!’
    

    
      In my mana core and my surroundings was an enormous amount of mana, fused into a spherical shape. It was brain-dead obvious that if that ball burst, my body would be erased without a single trace.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The unconscious will that had completed the spell formula on its own was like a living creature. The thing was finally ready to wreak hell. It was ready to activate the Wind Storm that had been formed in front of me as I watched helplessly with my own two eyes.
    

    
      ‘Mommyyy! I’m coming to youuuuuuu!!!!!!!’
    

    
      I screwed my eyes shut. It was all or nothing, sink or swim. Gathering the last of my strength, I shouted at the mana that was filling my body to bursting point.
    

    
      “WIND! STORM~!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      When I shouted the incantation, my mouth miraculously opened.
    

    
      
        ZIIIIIIIIIIING!
      
    

    
      As my unconscious and conscious wills fused, a tremendous wave of mana surged in the air.
    

    
      
        Flash! Whoooooooooosh!
      
    

    
      The wave of blue light stung my eyes. And then, an incredible maelstrom of mana appeared in my line of sight.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaash!
      
    

    
      It was a big room, but the underground chamber was still closed off on all sides. The next thing I knew, there was a boom so loud I thought my eardrums would burst.
    

    
      
        KABOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      With a flash of blue light, blades of wind filled the several-hundred-meter-large space.
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip!
      
    

    
      The bricks protected by a Grade 1 magic crystal were sliced into shards by maelstrom. It felt like, in that moment, there was nothing the 7th Circle Wind Storm could not cut.
    

    
      
        Whiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiir!
      
    

    
      ‘Urk!’
    

    
      I was dumbly watching the 7th Circle Magic I had somehow ended up casting, when suddenly, I felt the pain of my mana core being ripped apart.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrr, whirrrrrr, whirrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      And then, as if being reformed from the ground up, the circles of my mana core formed into rings one by one.
    

    
      One, two, three… five, six…
    

    
      
        Zing!
      
    

    
      ‘S-Seven!!!!’
    

    
      There was one unfamiliar circle around my waist.
    

    
      ‘The 7th Circle~! The 7th Circle… I finally made it!’
    

    
      I couldn’t believe it. From this unexpected crisis, came a baffling joy.
    

    
      “Haha, hahahahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      My mouth opened, laughter spilling from me.
    

    
      I had once again achieved enlightenment. My entire body shook with indescribable happiness.
    

    
      ‘Uhahaha! I’m a genius after all!’
    

    
      Who in the world would have thought that someone not even twenty-years-old could become a 7th Circle mage? Even Master, hailed by the world as a genius of magic, would only come to my feet.
    

    
      ‘Heh, just pray you don’t get caught by me now. You’re all toast!’
    

    
      Just like the core muscles at a wrestler’s waist, the seven rings at my waist were the source of my strength as well. Now, I had nothing to fear. Even at the moment I ascended to the 7th Circle, I had a huge amount of mana that put me on a different level from other 7th Circle mages, so much that, for a moment, I almost wanted to try my hand at fighting one of the dragons that had ruled the continent in ancient times.
      

    

    
      “T-That Garvit dares… arghh.”
    

    
      Having suffered a blow from the sudden declaration of war from the kingdoms and the raid by the Nerman’s Lord, Poltviran’s mad eyes gleamed with hatred. Lumikars had already been sent three times, but Duke Garvit blatantly defied the Emperor’s command. Or rather, he just holed up in his territory without a single response.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, you must send reinforcements immediately. According to the urgent report from Fort Halberk, the Andain Kingdom has sent Skyknights as reinforcements to aid the Kerpe Kingdom army. If Fort Halberk falls, it is merely a two-day distance by wyvern to the capital.” 
    

    
      “Your Majesty, you must send soldiers to the territories that refuse to participate and show them Your Majesty’s might! It is said that there are already lords fleeing from the battlefield. They must be regulated at once!”
    

    
      “The Kuviran Kingdom army and the Krantz forces are advancing on the castle of Marquis Pepeon. Without the cooperation of Duke Garvit and the 9th Regiment, it will be difficult to defend the castle!”
    

    
      For a while, it seemed as if each battlefront had reached a standstill. But as if to show off their teamwork, the kingdoms combined their strength and doubled down on the Empire’s defense lines. The Empire had much land to defend, and the kingdom armies took advantage of that to concentrate their forces. They aimed for territories that had dispatched their knights and soldiers to the defense of Bajran elsewhere and committed concentrated massacres at the villages and towns. Faced with those violent attacks, there were lords who fled the battlefield out of fear.
    

    
      No matter how important the Emperor’s command might be, their families and entire fortunes were in their territories. Unable to bear that the enemies were targeting their territories because they were participating in the Emperor’s army, some lords took personal action. As the Bajran army fractured, the kingdom armies even resorted to guerilla tactics. Using the quick mobility wyverns afforded them, they flew deep into empire territory to slaughter wyvern flights and soldiers that were still in the middle of assembling.
    

    
      “Shut up, shut up!!!!!”
    

    
      Poltviran screamed at the nobles that were buzzing at him like a swarm of bees.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      The Imperial Throne Room immediately fell into pinprick silence. There was no knowing where the Emperor’s sparks would fly next. Everyone went stock still, watching carefully for the Emperor’s reaction.
    

    
      “Count Silveron.”
    

    
      “I am at your service, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      “From today onwards, We will appoint you to the rank of marquis, so handle all of the matters regarding the war in Our stead!”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “T-That’s…!”
    

    
      Among all the dukes that had followed the Emperor into battle for the subjugation of Nerman, the only one who returned alive was Duke Ormere, who had been kept as a prisoner and returned two days ago with a crippled leg. Duke Garvit was shutting himself up in his territory, and Duke Pernike and Duke Jeportyne had lost their lives to the spears of Nerman knights, so none of them could support the Emperor. With all of the Empire’s so-called pillars absent, the highest ranking nobles were the marquises. Among them, only the Tower Master of the Imperial Magic Tower and three other marquises were left in the capital.
    

    
      But to everyone’s shock, someone who had been a viscount until very recently was appointed a marquis peerage, and one vested with the authority of the Emperor, the head and executive commander of the war.
    

    
      “I shall carry out Your Majesty’s imperial mandate with my life!”
    

    
      Silveron had waited and longed for this day. He lowered his head to the ground, accepting the Emperor’s decree.
    

    
      “My head hurts, so I will rest now. All of you, obey Marquis Silveron’s commands and faithfully guard the Empire.”
    

    
      “B-By your will."
    

    
      No one dared to complain in front of the Emperor, who was clutching his throbbing head with a scowl. Every noble gathered in the throne room bowed.
    

    
      As the Emperor left, guarded by Imperial Knights, the nobles watched him go with complicated gazes.
    

    
      “Huhuhu…” Once the Emperor was gone, the kneeling Silveron stood up with a smile of satisfaction. “You heard it. From this moment forth, I shall give my commands in the name of one who has been granted the authority by His Majesty the Emperor.”
    

    
      Up until moments ago, Silveron was merely a count with an empty title who had achieved the rank by clinging to the Emperor’s power. However, his voice had changed.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      The nobles looked bitterly at Silveron in silence.
    

    
      “First of all, we will send the surviving wyverns of the 4th Regiment assigned to the Eastern Corps to Fort Halberk. Also…”
    

    
      As Silveron relished the power the Emperor had given him, his voice booming out with confidence, the nobles in the room directed looks of envy or derision at him.
    

    
      In that manner, the Bajran court began to crumble from the inside.
    

    
      Enemies were gnawing away at the Empire’s territory outside, but failing to cope with that, the nobles were falling into a new power struggle.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 163: Dreaming of Becoming Emperor
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Old McKyre had a farm~ EIEIO. And on that farm he had a wyvern~”
    

    
      I merrily hummed a new version of a song that encompassed my Kallian experience.
    

    
      After reaching the 7th Circle, the world looked different. Unlike when I was at the 6th Circle, it felt like the world was my oyster.
    

    
      ‘From the 7th Circle onwards, a mage gets the ‘archmage’ title, so I’m an archmage now too. A 21st century archmage. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      The mansion’s garden path meandered onwards. Drawn by the constant balmy temperature, species of birds I didn’t know had flown in, increasing the garden’s picturesque beauty.
    

    
      “Kyre…” came a woman’s hesitant voice.
    

    
      “Haha. Russell, you don’t have training today?”
    

    
      When news of the kingdoms’ invasion of Bajran came in, Igis and the other guests from the empire began to train nearly every day. They were so busy training formation flight and coordinated tactics under Count Irene’s lead that I could hardly see them around. Because of that, I was pleasantly surprised to see Russell for the first time in a while. She normally gave off an androgynous impression because she had to live as a man despite being a woman, but in front of me, she was simply a shy, blushing girl.
    

    
      “Yeah, today’s a rest day.”
    

    
      Russell, a short-haired and charismatic girl with clear silver eyes, smiled brightly as she looked straight at me.
    

    
      ‘You little cutie pie, you.’
    

    
      If this wasn’t what life was all about, what was? I had long since launched all those moral thoughts of monogamy, that ‘conscience’ thing didn’t suit me, so I stuck it in a spaceship headed for the sun.
    

    
      “Would you like to have lunch together then?”
    

    
      “Gladly!” Russell said, her eyes shining like she had been waiting for those words.
    

    
      ‘No matter what anyone says, you were my first girl.’
    

    
      I recalled how agonized I had been by my strange feelings towards her back when I didn’t know she was a girl, and then the electrifying kiss we had shared after I found out. As long as she had my stamp and was willing, it’d be all wrong if I were to neglect her and let her get married to someone else. Once marked, a hawk never misses their prey(?).
    

    
      “When do you think you’ll be able to summon a high spirit?”
    

    
      “T-That’s, well… not easy. You taught me, but it looks like my abilities fall short,” Russell said dispiritedly, looking glum. I was able to nab an archspirit on my first try, but of course it wouldn’t be as easy for her.
    

    
      “Do your best. I’ll help you.”
    

    
      “Hoho, thanks.”
    

    
      After checking that there wasn’t anyone nearby, Russell let herself laugh like a woman. She carried a bright, lively beauty about her. Even though she lived as a man for the sake of revenge, her disguise did not rob her of that beauty.
    

    
      “Hey, gentleman Count Kyre~”
    

    
      I was walking through the garden while enjoying some quality time with Russell when I heard the unwelcome voice of a man.
    

    
      ‘Damn…’ In the central garden with the big fountain was a group of people. ‘Everyone was waiting.’
    

    
      It was the group of long-term guests from Bajran: Princess Igis, Count Irene, Prince Razcion, and Sir Rothello.
    

    
      ‘What a shame.’
    

    
      Some kissing action with Russell would have been possible if things went well, but the group ahead snatched away my little dream. The stars just weren’t aligned today.
    

    
      “Russell, we’ll have to do it next time.”
    

    
      “Yeah… it’s alright.”
    

    
      Russell nodded, knowing there was no chance for her to eat alone with me today.
    

    
      I approached the group standing by the fountain.
    

    
      ‘I heard they were working hard, and it really shows.’
    

    
      We lived in the same building, but because everyone was busy, there was no time to greet each other properly throughout the day. Just like them, I was busy with training as well. To celebrate reaching the 7th Circle, I had to try casting all of the magic incantations stored in my head. Unlike the lower circles, just knowing the formula wasn’t enough to use the spell right away. The mana sequence and modifiers were complicated, so I had no choice but to practice until my body got used to casting them.
    

    
      Also, I had to keep a few pivotal spells memorized at all times in preparation for potential danger, and memorizing spells every day took time. No matter how smart the mage, sleep muddled up memorized spells. If I tried to use a formula with a few links missing thanks to the oblivion of sleep, that day could be my last.
    

    
      “How rare to see you here. It seems you’ve become busier these days, oh mighty Lord of Nerman,” Rothello quipped with a joking expression.
    

    
      “Haha. I could say the same of you all.”
    

    
      “Brother Kyre, if you have the time, spar with me. My skills have grown so much that my arm doesn’t hurt even after a thousand swings these days.”
    

    
      Youth was truly a scary thing. I also learned swordsmanship at his age, but I wasn’t as gung-ho as this rascal.
    

    
      “Of course. Since you’ve brought it up, how about a round after lunch today?”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Fo sh—I mean, of course.”
    

    
      “Thanks, Kyre! You really are my idol.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      “It’s nothing,” I said to Igis, who was showing her thanks with deeply affectionate eyes at the sight of her rejoicing little brother.
    

    
      ‘As if thanks are necessary. We met because of him.’
    

    
      It was thanks to Razcion that I became acquainted with Igis in the library. I gazed contentedly at her beautiful, smiling face.
    

    
      “How about it? If you have the time, I would be thankful if you would invite us to a meal today,” Rothello suggested.
    

    
      “Of course. It’s been a while, let’s have a grilled pork belly party.”
    

    
      “Wow! We’re eating kim-chee and pork belly today!”
    

    
      ‘Goodness, this kiddo’s become a total Korean already.’
    

    
      Grilled pork belly and kimchi was a combination enjoyed by the great majority of Korean citizens. The kimchi I made last winter was now perfectly fermented, and it graced my table every day. With daily effort, Lucia’s mom could now make kimchi close to my level, and thanks to that, there was no shortage of kimchi to go around.
    

    
      ‘Yeah, let’s call Derval, Aramis, and the rest.’
    

    
      Paradise didn’t involve much. As long as I could spend happy days like this, that was heaven, wasn’t it? I wasn’t all that greedy, either. I was just a humble(?) Nerman lord who lived with an ordinary ol’ garden and fountain just like everyone else.
    

    
      Who would condemn me? This was the reward for my effort, something I earned fair and square by doing everything I had to and investing my time and sincerity.
    

    
      In fact, with people like Poltviran around, I should be the one complaining sometimes. To unsavory bastards like him, I had just one thing to say:
    

    
      ‘Kindly shut the hell up before I bury you.’
      

    

    
      “The harvest of the spring wheat we sowed last winter is very good. Thanks to the abundant nutrients on the farmland that couldn’t be utilized up until now, even if we are unable to farm for several years, there should be no problems.”
    

    
      ‘With this, our worries about food are over.’
    

    
      We had already acquired the provisions necessary to feed what was now 500,000+ Nerman citizens for around ten years. With the already fertile land and the disinfection of the seedlings with holy water, we were able to harvest a great deal of crops.
    

    
      “Have the black merchants finished their payment?”
    

    
      “Everything has been settled with imperial gold, just as you ordered, my liege.”
    

    
      ‘They’re impressive, alright.’
    

    
      If there was money to be had, these black merchant bastards would sell their own mother. They were able to complete a large-scale trade while avoiding detection by the empires.
    

    
      “Is there anything else we need to handle?”
    

    
      “No, sir. Thanks to the esteemed dwarves and elves, the important buildings are mostly completed. The monsters are also being controlled so that we can maintain the provisions warehouse of the wyverns.”
    

    
      Now, instead of being nuisances, monsters were something to be grateful for. Our wyvern numbers had reached the 400s, but we didn’t have the livestock to feed them every day. I couldn’t concede my pork belly to them. Instead, the wyverns flew to the area we had set as the provisions warehouse on patrols and filled their bellies there.
    

    
      “But my liege…” Derval stopped his reporting and carefully brought up a new topic. “There’s something I need to say.”
    

    
      “Go ahead.”
    

    
      I looked at Derval, who always spoke frankly to me. We had a relationship of lord and knight, but he was like a brother to me.
    

    
      “I think it is time to prepare yourself.”
    

    
      ‘What’s he talking about all of a sudden?’ I thought in confusion.
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “My liege, you cannot stay like this forever. The time has come to shed the lord and count title you were granted in the Bajran Empire. It is my belief that you have fully repaid the favor you received in Bajran by using the count title up until now.” Derval’s voice was passionate.
    

    
      ‘Is it finally time?’
    

    
      I was also aware that my current title did not suit me. Like Derval said, I had fully repaid the favor I received from Bajran’s late emperor. The count peerage he gave me were not clothes that suited me any longer. However, this was also something I couldn’t change on my own. I needed a moment when both citizens and knights would recognize my ascension.
    

    
      “That being said, the Empire has done nothing for Nerman. In addition, there is no need for you to be indebted to other kingdoms or pay heed to them. My liege, you are the pride and hero of all of the knights and Nerman.”
    

    
      Derval’s earnest advice was always nice to hear.
    

    
      “So you mean to say…”
    

    
      “My liege, you must rise to kingship! You, who have elevated Nerman to the continental stage and proven your courage to all of our enemies, bear more than enough qualification to become a king!”
    

    
      ‘Wowie!!!’
    

    
      At Derval’s impassioned words, my heart was already close to bursting with happiness. Who among my ancestors in the Kang family was ever on the throne? It was time for our family to rise to royalty.
    

    
      “I understand your honest feelings, but it’s not the right time.”
    

    
      “My liege! What do you mean by that? In this time of chaos, you have clearly proven in person that you have more than enough qualification to be a great king. Moreover, isn’t it true that Nerman is unshakeable now? I beseech you to declare the kingdom and lead us lacking subjects as our king. This is the fervent wish of all of your knights and people!”
    

    
      Derval was yelling with passion so hot that it seemed tears would flow from his eyes. Of course I understood his heartfelt feelings. However, it really wasn’t the right time yet.
    

    
      ‘Until we defeat those Laviter bastards, I cannot rise to the throne.’
    

    
      The Laviter Emperor was like a thorn in my throat. The very moment he shouted surrender, I would rise to the throne, and in a very awesome and dignified fashion.
    

    
      “Derval.”
    

    
      “I am at your service.”
    

    
      “I understand your feelings and that of the knights. However, it is truly not the right time. If I were to become king now, as if I was waiting for this moment of chaos on the continent, the entirety of the continent would mock me, saying that I ascended to the throne just because I won a few victories on a tiny piece of land.”
    

    
      Of course, I wasn’t one to pay attention to mockery like that. But there was no need to say my true feelings to Derval. I wanted to always remain in this stupidly honest knight’s mind as a cool lord.
    

    
      “Wait a little. On the day when all of the enemies in my surroundings have been brought to my feet and the continent becomes peaceful, I will become your noble king that very day.”
    

    
      My pure knight, Derval, grew red-eyed as he looked at me with an incredibly touched expression.
    

    
      “Let’s do our best together. Let’s do our best to make Nerman into the best kingdom on the continent.”
    

    
      “I shall serve you with all my life. My liege, to me, you hold a higher place in my heart than the gods!”
    

    
      Derval was even valuing me over the gods now.
    

    
      ‘Kingdom, huh… a kingdom… Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Kingdom, a name that made me happy to think of.
    

    
      There was nothing to fear. In all actuality, it wasn’t like royal blood was any different.
    

    
      ‘While we’re at it, should we just go all out and become an empire?’
    

    
      In my heart, appeared yet another “very small and humble” dream.
    

    
      It didn’t cost anything to dream, anyway. All that mattered was that I was happy.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I-Imperial Father, this place is…”
    

    
      In an underground chamber rife with red fog, the stench of blood, and gloomy mana, a man in showy palace dress looked timidly around himself.
    

    
      No matter how hard he thought, he couldn’t remember hearing a rumor about a place like this in the imperial palace. It had been his home for decades, so he even knew which sculptures were where in the palace. But he had never seen this underground chamber before, and that was where his father, the emperor, brought him.
    

    
      “Don’t you think the time has come for you to become stronger as well?”
    

    
      The Emperor was constantly cloaked in an unapproachable majesty. Hearing his father’s deep, cold voice, the Crown Prince trembled.
    

    
      The Crown Prince of the Laviter Empire preferred to read books rather than wield the sword, and draw or recite poetry rather than participate in politics. As such, even though he was first in line to the throne, he was looked down upon by his little brother. Not just that, but he knew many of the nobles were opposed to him becoming the emperor.
    

    
      “Imperial Father… this one is…” As he looked at his father’s back, the Crown Prince’s tiny and pathetic voice trailed off into nothingness.
    

    
      He was scared. The mere sight of his father had always made his knees wobble and his mouth freeze up. When he was young, he had wondered countless times if his true father was somewhere else.
    

    
      “Perfias, your blood is weak. This father of yours will now collect all of that weak blood.”
    

    
      Emperor Hadveria uttered cold words, as if speaking to a prisoner on death row rather than his son.
    

    
      “W-What does that mean…”
    

    
      The Emperor usually didn’t show much interest in him, so when he called today, Perfias ran over at full speed. But upon hearing the Emperor say something incomprehensible with an ominous voice, Crown Prince Perfias tried to find out what his father meant, his voice shaking.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk, you idiotic fool,” said the Emperor.
    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      “I-Imperial Father, this one wishes for nothing. This humble one has absolutely no complaints about conceding the position of crown prince to this one’s brother. Please, please simply allow this one to live for one’s entire life by Imperial Father’s side!” 
    

    
      Having interpreted the Emperor’s intent as wanting him to give away the crown prince position with his death, Perfias fell to the ground and lowered his head as far as it would go.
    

    
      It was then that the Emperor turned his head. As he did so, the icy hands of cold mana crept closer and closer, making the kowtowing Crown Prince flinch in alarm. He furtively raised his head.
    

    
      “Ah!” Crown Prince Perfias exclaimed in horror. “Y-You are…”
    

    
      He was wearing the Emperor’s appearance, but someone who was absolutely not the Emperor was looking down on him with crimson eyes, a cold sneer on his lips.
    

    
      “Kukuku.”
    

    
      And then, the Emperor drew near, walking towards the Crown Prince who peed in fear…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 164: Tonight, I’m Not Alone, Either
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Is it all finished?”
    

    
      “Of course it is. Huhu. Who do you think I am?”
    

    
      ‘Who? You’re my eternal treasure, that’s what you are.’
    

    
      “Haha. Who else would you be but the child of the rock who has inherited the most outstanding artisan blood out of the entire dwarven race, the mighty leader of the Luhalumere Clan, Patriarch Cassiars?”
    

    
      ‘Mighty leader’s laying it a bit thick, haha…’
    

    
      This sly patriarch loved his drink and didn’t hesitate to sell off his comrades for grilled pork belly. Because of his simple personality, he was someone who would give you the shirt off his back with a few words of flattery, but in the viewpoint of the dwarven people, he probably wasn’t that great of a patriarch. 
    

    
      Even so, sometimes in life, this kind of disingenuous flattery was necessary. It couldn’t be helped. Even if I told him my sincere thoughts, Cassiars would definitely never be able to fix his naive personality, not that that was necessarily a bad thing. Living his entire life in a fantasy was also a kind of fortune.
    

    
      “It’s here. I made it perfectly based on what you said and replicated it. No one other than me in our clan would have been able to make something like this,” Cassiars said, gesturing to one side.
    

    
      ‘Did he really make it?!’
    

    
      I came here from the 21st century. I knew that the continent’s big merchant groups possessed too much strength to bring them to their knees with brute force. For people like them, the best thing was to fight fire with fire and face them with merchant schemes. Who did they think they were to refuse to trade with my territory and employ a policy to make the Rubis Merchants outcasts? I heard the continental merchant groups were even deeply involved in the dispatch of the Empire’s troops for Nerman’s downfall.
    

    
      This masterpiece was commissioned in order to give those cocky bastards a real taste of hell. It was a bill-shaped money press that could produce the paper bills used in modern times. The 100 Gold bill had my handsome face on it, the 10 Gold bill had Bebeto, the 1 Gold bill had my house, Nerman Castle, and lastly, the 1 Silver bill had a landscape with the Kyre Road.
    

    
      ‘There will come a time when you will come crawling to me out of regret. When that happens, you’ll have a taste of my hot, hot retribution.’
    

    
      I wasn’t a very kind or generous person. Those merchant groups dared to abuse me and throw Nerman in the pressure cooker just because they had a little money. They were next on my hit list. A form of revenge they had probably never even imagined was coming straight for them.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu.’
    

    
      It was still my little secret.
    

    
      

    

    
      Right now, I was in the village of the dwarves and elves. Like cats and dogs, they got into spats whenever they met, yet somehow got along with each other. In the small city made through the joint partnership of the dwarves and elves, elves plucked their harps and the dwarves banged their hammers, enjoying their lives apart from the rest of society. You could say they had grown closer to humans thanks to me, but there was still some kind of barrier keeping them from getting any closer. When other humans looked at the dwarves and the elves, their gazes were probably different from mine. Capable of sensing the feelings behind those gazes thanks to their pure hearts, the dwarves and elves took comfort in each other and were enjoying their newfound freedom in their own way.
    

    
      One such person was the elven woman Narmias, who was quietly calling my name.
    

    
      “Narmias!” I called, my voice full of gladness.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk. Just what do you see in that skinny-as-a-stick elf? They all look like orcs that have starved for a hundred days, the lot of them… A true woman should have curves in the right places and curves even where they shouldn’t, like our clan’s women. Kyre, I’ll see you later.”
    

    
      Clicking his tongue as he muttered about his ridiculous beauty standards, Cassiars turned around and left.
    

    
      “Take care of yourself, sir,” I called out loudly, showing my utmost respect.
    

    
      Of course, while I was doing so, my eyes were busy looking at Narmias, whose sweet apple fragrance wafted around her as she walked to my side. 
    

    
      ‘Wow, how can you be so beautiful?’
    

    
      Narmias’ godly figure was an utter delight for the eyes. Her full-body elven mithril airplate glinted with silver, showing off her slim body in all of its perfection. It was enough to kindle flames in a fiery man’s heart.
    

    
      “I wanted to see you.”
    

    
      ‘Uwah!’
    

    
      I remembered seeing someone call elves the epitome of demureness and innocence. As she spoke, Narmias wrapped her two long, soft arms around mine without a hint of embarrassment in front of the dwarves and elves.
    

    
      ‘Oh! Gods above. I’d love it if you would not test me so…’
    

    
      Even as I prayed, I was captivated by Narmias’ blue, mountain lake eyes. From them, I could tell that she truly wanted to see me, without lie or pretense. Because she loved me, she was not at all ashamed of her feelings.
    

    
      I stroked her long hair that was pleasant to the touch.
    

    
      It was a truly happy moment. The warm sunlight going from spring to summer beamed down lightly upon us, as if it knew of a certain foolish human’s wish that this joy would last forever… 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty! Something terrible is happening!”
    

    
      The central continent was spring, but the Ice Empire, Haildrian, was only now beginning to escape the cold of winter. In the Haildrian Imperial Palace, where magic maintained the fragrance of eternal spring, the panicked voice of Duke Aquilion reached the Tsarina.
    

    
      “What’s going on, Duke Aquilion?!”
    

    
      Tsarina Anastasia had been quietly walking around the garden with Princess Tiavel. She could read the fear on the Duke’s red face.
    

    
      “I believe we must activate the defensive magic array at once. A-An enormous amount of mana is radiating from his eyeball.”
    

    
      “What did you say?! Mana?!”
    

    
      They knew he was alive, but the news that the eyeball was exuding an enormous amount of mana by a 7th Circle mage’s standards shocked Tsarina Anastasia.
    

    
      “I believe he has released his strength and is using it. Somewhere, evil black magic is being cast!”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      Tsarina Anastasia groaned in dismay at those words. She knew that a terrible situation that should never happen was unfolding somewhere.
    

    
      “Immediately activate the purification array and prevent his evil energy from coming out. From this moment on, the entire empire will be under emergency alert. Also, inform the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, of this. That the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas… is spreading his wings in full-force.”
    

    
      The die was already cast. Tsarina Anastasia calmly relayed her orders, praying desperately in her heart that the shadow of darkness would not touch Haildrian’s borders.
      

    

    
      “Wha!”
    

    
      After running a patrol around the territory to take care of Bebeto’s food and let him do his business outside, I returned to the Nerman Castle covert. Upon seeing five new wyverns in a formation landed in the covert, I descended while tilting my head in puzzlement. The moment I was about to land, I caught sight of a certain woman, and an exclamation emerged from my mouth.
    

    
      “Elder Brother!! Elder Brother Kyre!”
    

    
      Calling me was an incredible beauty around 170 cm tall with a slim figure and golden hair tied up elegantly in twin tails. The appearance of this million dollar beauty was as cute and adorable as a manhwa character. She came flying over like a butterfly, ‘Elder Brother’ on her lips.
    

    
      ‘No way, is it her?’
    

    
      The girl I could see now and the girl in my memories wasn’t matching up, so my brain.exe stuttered for a moment. It occurred to me that the 160 cm tall kid who grew up as the sole heiress of a warrior household and always went around with a flower behind her ear was somewhat similar to the woman running into my arms.
    

    
      
        Whoosh.
      
    

    
      ‘Geh!’
    

    
      The woman threw herself at me, wrapping herself firmly around my neck.
    

    
      “Wahh. I wanted to see you so bad, Elder Brother. Please forgive your little sister Hyneth for not coming to see you once even though you were in Nerman.”
    

    
      ‘Holy shit!’
    

    
      When my ears heard ‘Hyneth,’ I was able to fully confirm the unbelievable identity of this beauty.
    

    
      ‘How did this happen? Is she wearing high heels or something??’
    

    
      2 years had already passed since parting with Hyneth, but who would have known that she would transform into a long-legged supermodel in such a short period? Back when she warned me to be especially careful around girls, she’d still looked like a kid.
    

    
      ‘Holy!’
    

    
      Her full-frontal offensive of clinging to me with a fully adult, airplated body and her arms around my neck pushed my mind to the verge of explosion. The Nerman knights nearby, as well as the knights who were no doubt Hyneth’s entourage, were all looking at us dumbfoundedly.
    

    
      “Are you well? Not hurt anywhere, I hope? There were tons of rumors that bad people were harassing you, Elder Brother.”
    

    
      It wasn’t only her height that had grown. From the way she asked about my wellbeing, it was evident that even her mind had grown.
    

    
      “H-Hyneth, what’s going on? Why have you come so far?”
    

    
      There was a huge distance from Hyneth’s Petrin county all the way to Nerman. Moreover, the Bajran Empire was embittered in the flames of war right now. With danger lurking in every corner, I could only be shocked that she dared to come to Nerman with just five wyverns.
    

    
      “We might be in the middle of a war, but everyone turns tail when they see House Petrin.”
    

    
      ‘Right, I’m the stupid one for having worried.’
    

    
      The gangster family of the Bajran Empire, the count household of Petrin, proudly showed off their brute-force nature under the family motto ‘Just beat him up.’ Even conceited nobles who were terrible judges of time and place wouldn’t mess with House Petrin.
    

    
      “But Hyneth, when did you grow this tall? You’ve grown so much.”
    

    
      “Hoho. Elder Brother, you said that milk was good for growing tall, so we raised a few female cows at home. I drank a big glass of raw milk every morning, lunch, evening, and as a snack at night. I had milk put into my bread, my cookies, everything. And just like you said, I grew this big. My airplate is hiding it, but even my breasts are on par with a dairy cow. Hohoho.”
    

    
      ‘Kek…’
    

    
      That thing I said about her mind having grown? Yeah no, cancel that. She said it in a whisper, but even so, she was boasting about being like a dairy cow in front of a man. And yet… even though Hyneth’s innocent and cute manhwa character appearance didn’t match her personality in the least, a thousand thoughts that you’d have if you were a man went cascading through my head.
    

    
      ‘That was a joke…’
    

    
      That thing about milk was something I just said offhandedly to the short Hyneth at the knight academy. But this girl took it to heart and raised several cows, drinking milk with religious fervor. A shiver ran down my back. The all-screws-loose, one-track brute forcing rabid Petrin Count household… I felt this before, but it was really a family I didn’t want to get involved with.
    

    
      “Elder Brother, your house is really nice. I’m sure you have a room for this little sister of yours, too?”
    

    
      Unclasping her arms from my neck, Hyneth grabbed my arm without restraint and looked towards the hangars and my tall mansion jutting out with eyes of admiration.
    

    
      ‘But seriously, why is she here?’
    

    
      The Bajran Empire’s situation wasn’t good enough for her to come see me just on a whim.
    

    
      
        Kweeeeeeeegh. Kyaaaaaaaaaaagh.
      
    

    
      I was still deeply puzzled when suddenly, I heard the cries of wyverns above my head. The guests of the Bajran Empire had finished another day of bloody training and were landing in the covert.
    

    
      When Hyneth saw the Black Wyverns slowly descending, I felt her flinch.
    

    
      ‘She’s crying?’
    

    
      Not only that, but tears were dripping from her large eyes, seemingly out of nowhere. As usual, her character was really difficult to put a pin on.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      The formation of Black Wyverns landed in the covert. Their feet touched the ground with thuds, followed by Igis and the other Imperial Skyknights jumping down in orderly fashion. Then, they began to walk towards me.
    

    
      “Salute!”
    

    
      Then, a cry of loyalty so loud it seemed to rattle the covert pierced the air.
    

    
      “I, Hyneth de Petrin, Skyknight of the House Petrin, humbly offer my greetings to Her Highness Princess Igis and His Highness Prince Razcion of the Great Bajran Empire!”
    

    
      “We humbly offer our greetings to Her Highness the Princess and His Highness the Prince!”
    

    
      Before I knew it, Hyneth had released her grasp on my arm and fallen to one knee, an action of the highest respect a knight could show. Her movements were replicated by the Skyknights that had come with her.
    

    
      “H-House Petrin!"
    

    
      They were like rabid dogs, but the Petrin Count household valued loyalty above all else. When Igis heard the name of ‘Petrin,’ her steps towards me stopped short as she stiffened into stone.
    

    
      “Your Highnesses the Princess and Prince! We have come on the order of His Excellency Duke Garvit.”
    

    
      Still kneeling, Hyneth looked at Igis and Razcion and loudly informed that she had come on the order of Duke Garvit, her voice full of loyalty.
    

    
      ‘Has the time come?’
    

    
      I knew a day like this would come. The Bajran Empire I knew was shaken because of a certain tyrant, but I never once doubted that the Empire’s underlying strength was alive and well.
    

    
      It seemed the time had come. It was time for me and my guests to return to the Empire with our heads held high.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “The nobles under His Excellency Duke Garvit, most of the northern nobles, and those who have not forgotten the glory of the Empire have rallied under one mind. They have decided to dethrone Emperor Poltviran, who has endangered the Empire with his tyranny and stained the name of the Imperial Family. In addition, they have unanimously named His Highness Prince Razcion as the one who will succeed the legitimate throne of the Bajran Empire. If Your Highness gives the order here, they will raise the flags of allegiance to Your Highness and rally the loyal retainers still alive in Bajran!”
    

    
      Hyneth’s voice was full of an intense loyalty that did not match her cute face. We had moved the conversation to the inner castle, but she continued to treat the Princess and Prince with utmost respect. They weren’t unwelcome in my house, but Igis and Razcion had obviously not received the sort of respect they had gotten in the Bajran Imperial Palace. With the appearance of Hyneth’s entourage, they had begun to regain their gravitas, layer by layer. It was probably the authority that one of imperial blood would naturally radiate the moment they became the center of the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      “Relay my words to the loyal retainers of the Bajran Empire.”
    

    
      I could imagine she must be feeling emotional, but Igis maintained the comportment of a cool-headed princess.
    

    
      “I await thy command!”
    

    
      “Inform them that upon my authority as a legitimate successor bearing the blood of the Great Bajran Empire Imperial Family, I approve of the dethronement of Emperor Poltviran, he who has tyrannized without measure.”
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am!”
    

    
      “At the same time, I order them to gather the strength of the loyal nobles and knights at once and reclaim the capital.”
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am!”
    

    
      Razcion was nominated to become emperor, but he was still young, so Igis gave the commands.
    

    
      “Count Kyre.” Igis turned to me, her voice lacking its usual gentleness.
    

    
      “Please speak,” I said, looking at her eyes, which were trembling with an emotion that her voice dared not betray.
    

    
      “Please help our empire.”
    

    
      I was suddenly asked to help the Empire.
    

    
      “If it is something I can do, I will assist you.”
    

    
      I received my peerage from the Bajran Empire, but now, I spoke to her like an equal. I could not bow my head to the Princess and the emperor-to-be kiddo in front of my knights, who treated me like the sky itself. Our relationship wasn’t one of superior and subordinate, but one of collaborators. The wise Igis knew that and made a request rather than a command.
    

    
      “Please block the advance of the kingdoms.”
    

    
      ‘Did she know?’
    

    
      I only told a few knights about my agreement with the kingdoms, but it looked like the intelligent Igis knew about it.
    

    
      “I will do my best.”
    

    
      “Thank you. In my name and the name of Bajran, I swear I will never forget this favor.”
    

    
      I wasn’t all that confident I could stop them, but I did think the kingdoms had done enough. The grief they incurred from the Bajran Empire was paid for in full with the territory they were currently occupying.
    

    
      ‘Poltviran, it’s the end of the line for you.’
    

    
      Poltviran likely had to devote all his forces to the front line in order to deal with the kingdom armies. If the nobles, including the Duke, moved like Hyneth said, Poltviran would definitely be knocked off his throne and sent on a one-way train to hell.
    

    
      ‘But will they listen to me?’
    

    
      I had met the duke of the Kerpe Kingdom, Hardaim, just once. If he didn’t listen to me, I would have to make him my enemy in order to keep the promise I just made to Igis. To me, Igis and Razcion were far more important than Hardaim.
    

    
      PR/N: Man, i hope those negotiations go well, hardaim don’t deserve a backstab.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kyre, I apologize.”
    

    
      It was late at night.
    

    
      The lumikar Hyneth brought with her flew off into the sky bearing Igis’ command. I heard that until the Imperial Palace was reclaimed, Hyneth and her Skyknights would remain in Nerman with Igis and Razcion as their guard knights.
    

    
      Then came the night, closing the curtains on a long day. Somehow, I couldn’t sleep, so I was drinking strong wine on the balcony. That’s when Igis came into my room.
    

    
      ‘Mm…’
    

    
      She appeared wearing the dress she wore to sleep, a nightgown that faintly showed the curves of her body. She bowed low to me, grasping the chest area of her dress out of modesty. It looked as if she was telling me to vent whatever things might have irritated me today.
    

    
      “Haha. What is there to be sorry about? You and Razcion are people I have recognized as my family. I learned from my grandfather that sorry shouldn’t be said amongst family.”
    

    
      It wasn’t a lie. They were born at the pinnacle, as a princess and prince. At such a station, it was only natural that they would be arrogant. However, Igis and Razcion did not lose their innate personalities as good humans. They were 100% deserving of being called my family members.
    

    
      “It is because I was able to hang my hopes on this generosity of yours that I was able to live on. But I have nothing and cannot offer you anything to repay your kindness.”
    

    
      Igis was sincerely thankful. Her sky-blue eyes had grown moist, glistening in the moonlight.
    

    
      “Nonsense… I did not help you to get something out of it. I merely did my best because you are beautiful people I wished to make memories with. To call my actions kindness is too much.”
    

    
      Igis didn’t forget her manners and was thankful for all that she received. Her heart was as beautiful as her appearance. Under the gentle glow of the moon and stars, her wavy golden hair fluttered in the wind.
    

    
      ‘Mm…’
    

    
      Her beauty drew a hum from me for a second time.
    

    
      It was late at night. On this night, where I had a hard time sleeping for some reason, one pretty lady came my way. The sight of her faintly visible, mature and curvy body plunged deep into my soul, unbeknownst to me, and the sweet and charming fragrance of a woman wafted to me along the wind. My breath hitched in my throat.
    

    
      “Thank you…”
    

    
      With those words, Igis shed the respectful mannerisms she normally used and switched to a much closer form of speech.
    

    
      The clear tears filling the lakes of her eyes dripped down her white, moonlit cheeks.
    

    
      My hand unconsciously moved towards Igis’ face.
    

    
      And the moment I made contact, I felt an electrifying sensation I couldn’t quite name.
    

    
      “Hngh…”
    

    
      When my hand touched her face, Igis crumpled into my embrace with a sob.
    

    
      “Thank you… Thank you so much…”
    

    
      I had taken off my airplate to sleep and was only wearing soft pajamas. Through the thin fabric and into my heart came Igis’ warm tears and breaths.
    

    
      I embraced the back of the young bird that had come into my arms.
    

    
      ‘Ah…’
    

    
      The third murmur of my heart came out as a breath. How could this be explained in words? It was the soft feeling of a woman, smoother than silk. There was a layer of clothes between us, but I felt every breath, every bit of warmth, and my heart began to race with a burst of piquant heat.
    

    
      “I… I love you… I love you.”
    

    
      As my body warmed like a torch, an electrifying confession of love struck me. I should have been the one to tell her first, but this brave woman whispered of love to me.
    

    
      “Igis…”
    

    
      Her name came from the depths of my heart to my lips. At my call, she looked at me with wet eyes, a flame blazing in their deepest corners.
    

    
      “I love you too.”
    

    
      She was more than deserving of love.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      At my confession, she let out a sweet breath, her neat white teeth showing.
    

    
      My face lowered, instinctively seeking the existence that could cool this uncontrollable heat.
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      Her lips felt like ice cream, sweet and hot and wonderful all at once.
    

    
      ‘Haah…’
    

    
      The last murmur, full of my buzzing heart, echoed inside my chest. Before I knew it, my right arm was embracing Igis’ thin waist, and my left was supporting her soft neck as she buried herself in my lips.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaa.
      
    

    
      Bebeto’s satisfied cry as he made love to yet another female tonight could be heard loud and clear even from a distance.
    

    
      But tonight, I didn’t think I would be jealous of him.
    

    
      Tonight, I wasn’t alone, either…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 165: Bastards Who’ve Given Jack Shit
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘What now?’
    

    
      There was already a mountain of things to handle in Nerman, but another thing to deal with flying onto my plate.
    

    
      Duke Hardaim had given me a lumikar to send if I had something to tell him. I sent it off with a polite message warning him to stop the invasion of the Bajran Empire’s lands. If the kingdoms were to be greedier than this, they would be met with the true strength of Bajran, and he would face me on the battlefield in person.
    

    
      I was still waiting for Hardaim’s response when an urgent communication came from the wyvern flight patrolling the Havis Kingdom border. The news traveled swiftly to my ear through the communication facilities installed in every fort. I was told that a group looking like clergymen were heading towards Denfors, bearing flags from each of the temples. When I heard that, I instantly recalled that the black information merchant, Saker, had told me yesterday that important guests would be coming.
    

    
      ‘If they’ve put out every temple’s flag, they must be inquisitioners.’
    

    
      I already knew inquisitioners would be coming at some point. Even an idiot could suss out that this was something initiated by the corrupt Neran henchmen we’d had a scuffle with because of Aramis.
    

    
      ‘We have to face them once anyway.’
    

    
      I relaxed and waited for them in my office.
    

    
      ‘Here they come.’
    

    
      Standing at my office window, I saw a group of wyverns flying over. Quite a lot of time had passed since I received the transmission, so it was time for their arrival. I awaited the uninvited guests with an air of leisure. In another territory, the lord would have scrambled out barefoot to greet these servants of God, but I didn’t do so. 
    

    
      These ridiculous people who wanted to inquisition me, a person who was nothing if not kind(?), were in for it now.
    

    
      I was going to show them today what the true intent of God was.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ohh! How incredible that Nerman has developed to this degree!’
    

    
      The priests from each temple hadn’t believed the rumors of Nerman’s rapid development. They crossed the border and flew their wyverns along Nerman Road, and on their way, their eyes were filled with the sights of Nerman’s bounty. And then, when they arrived in Denfors, they came face to face with an enormous castle. Even though they were clergymen who had made pilgrimages to the empires and every kingdom, they couldn’t suppress the exclamations of surprise in their hearts upon seeing Nerman Castle and all its imposing grandeur.
    

    
      “Esteemed paladins and priests, please land your wyverns in front of the empty hangars!”
    

    
      Someone’s mana-charged shout rang out in the ears of the inquisitioners and the paladins that had come as their escort.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaa. Kiuuuuuuuuuuuuu.
      
    

    
      The words came as a request, but around a hundred wyverns had suddenly appeared around them in the air, drawing a big circle around the inquisitioners as a warning.
    

    
      
        Flap flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      Flustered by the first threatening situation they’d ever faced in their lives, the inquisitioners hurried to land.
    

    
      “Welcome. I am the chief administration knight of Nerman, Derval.”
    

    
      When the party of 30 or so inquisitioners and guard paladin Skyknights landed, a one-armed knight calling himself the chief administration knight of Nerman greeted them.
    

    
      “Where is the Lord of Nerman, why is a mere knight here to greet us instead?”
    

    
      Still on his high horse, the priest of the God of the Light and Sun, Lassiar, looked askew at Derval.
    

    
      “My liege has asked me to escort the esteemed priests to the Temple of Holy Neran. Please follow me.”
    

    
      Unshaken by the dubious gazes and words of the priests, Derval took the lead. Humiliated, the priests reddened as they descended their wyverns and followed him.
    

    
      20 or so paladins fell into step behind them, their armor clanking.
    

    
      “Hold on, please wait here, sir knights.”
    

    
      “W-What do you think you’re doing right now?! We are paladins who must protect the priests! How dare you block our path!”
    

    
      A regiment of knights had swiftly appeared to stand before the paladins. They did not falter before the paladins’ tirade, standing firmly to block them.
    

    
      “We are loyal knights who have been tasked to obey our liege’s command and protect the territory. I ask that you do not make things difficult for us, who must follow our liege’s command.”
    

    
      The knights refused to budge, facing the paladins with frosty faces.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      In the sky above, Skyknights flew threateningly overhead, their spears drawn.
      

    

    
      
        Creaaaaaak.
      
    

    
      ‘They’re finally here.’
    

    
      The sound of the heavy temple door opening echoed into the Temple of Neran.
    

    
      “It’s quite a large temple.”
    

    
      “But I can’t understand why there’s only a temple of the Goddess Neran, even though we heard Neran was being snubbed…”
    

    
      The priests filled the temple with their babble, forgetting the rule that one should devoutly close their mouths and hail God when entering a temple.
    

    
      Their footsteps rang loud and impatient in the temple.
    

    
      “My liege, I have brought the esteemed priests.”
    

    
      As I prayed on my knees, I heard the voice of my loyal knight, Derval.
    

    
      ‘Holy Neran, from this moment forth, please close your eyes tight. I will now commence a bit of education for these wayward children.’
    

    
      The golden relic of Neran was a cross enshrined in a circle. I couldn’t be sure the goddess was listening to the whispers of my heart, but for the time being, I expressed my utmost respect, if you could call it that.
    

    
      Drawing a cross with a swish, I devoutly concluded my greeting to God.
    

    
      ‘Dammit, my legs nearly fell asleep.’
    

    
      I only kneeled on the hard ground for a short moment while they were coming here, but my legs were pretty stiff. I quickly circulated my mana to dash the pain away. And then, I slowly turned, looking 100% the part of a solemn and pious devotee that had just finished his prayer.
    

    
      “Welcome. I, the inadequate lord governing Nerman, Kyre, humbly offer my greetings to the esteemed priests of the various temples.”
    

    
      I greeted the priests in the manner of a Neran devotee.
    

    
      “P-Priest Amorent in the service of the Goddess of Destiny, Pallan, greets the Lord.”
    

    
      “From the Goddess of Abundance and Festivities…”
    

    
      The priests then rattled off their salutations one by one. They couldn’t spit on a smiling, welcoming face, and because I had greeted them politely in the manner of the temples, they naturally could not put up airs with me. With the exception of the one from the sour-faced priest of the Goddess of Mercy, the introductions of the eleven priests were concluded smoothly, ending with the priest serving the Goddess of Wisdom and Beauty, Varshua.
    

    
      “If I may, for what reason have you graced my territory with a visit in these busy times? Is there anything you need to tell me, this inadequate lord…?”
    

    
      Derval had quietly excused himself, having received my orders in advance. With just us in the temple, I asked about the priests’ objective with a voice dripping with the devout piety of a believer.
    

    
      “I am sure you are troubled that we have come so suddenly, without notice. We have come because the proceedings of an Inquisition have been called upon Your Lordship and Nerman. If you would give us your utmost cooperation, there will be no problems.”
    

    
      Priest Amorent, who served the Pallan, the Goddess of Destiny overseeing the first month of the year, responded for the priests.
    

    
      “The proceedings of an Inquisition? I have erected a Temple of Neran with the greatest respect I can offer in the inner castle, so I apologize for saying so, but how is it that an Inquisition has been declared on me…?” I said, looking baffled.
    

    
      “That is…”
    

    
      The priests stumbled, convinced by my acting.
    

    
      “What nonsense are you spouting! Do you intend on hiding your evil self by constructing a temple like this even though the Cardinal in service of Holy Neran has not permitted it?! Reveal your true self at once! Stop trying to deceive God and sully Holy Neran’s name with this farce of a temple!”
    

    
      The Neran priest was obviously raring for a fight. We made a mess of their paladins, and they were robbed of Aramis, who they had been using like a potion-making tool, so of course they had nothing good to say to me.
    

    
      “Haah, it truly fills me with regret to hear that. Is it not permitted to worship God without the express permission of the Cardinal? Did I sin when I built a temple this large and splendorous with my honest feelings?”
    

    
      Looking saddened by the Neran priest’s outburst, I looked to the priests from the other temples.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      They were rendered speechless. They were not blind and could see that this golden temple was magnificent enough to be used as a grand temple, so they had no words to counter me. I was happy to see that they still had a little conscience left.
    

    
      “Enough with your nonsense! Until now, a temple could not be constructed without the Cardinal’s permission. Permission to build is restricted because of people who conduct private worship of the gods to gather donations and expand their personal wealth. That applies not just for the Neran Temple, but for the other temples as well. Is that not so, my fellow priests?”
    

    
      The priest of Neran used a gentle form of speech that struck a stark contrast with the way he spoke with me. It seemed the temple had sent a particularly silver-tongued man here for today.
    

    
      “That is true. I sympathize with Your Lordship’s earnest feelings, but temple construction rights are the exclusive domain of the Cardinal. The construction of a temple is only permitted after receiving a revelation from God in response to a special prayer.”
    

    
      Priest Amorent, the priest of Pallan who had clearly been appointed the representative of the party before coming here, took the side of the Neran temple priest with an expression of regret.
    

    
      “Ah… I see. Everything must receive a revelation from the gods.”
    

    
      I deployed the divine teachings of the manual, ‘Feigning Ignorance.’
    

    
      “Hmph!” The skinny priest of Neran huffed indignantly.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre, on the way to Denfors, I saw that the love of the gods is rich within this land. We have come on account of an Inquisition, but we could confirm your earnest and sincere feelings to a certain degree. However, as the suspicion of heresy has not been completely erased yet, I am afraid I must ask you to show proof that you truly do not believe in corrupt beings, if you would be so obliged?”
    

    
      The fat priest who served the Goddess of Blessings, Semire, asked for proof with a glint in his eyes.
    

    
      “By showing proof, what do you mean…?”
    

    
      I had long since seen through their black hearts. But because I wanted to see their pathetic dance to the end, I put on a clueless expression.
    

    
      “Ahem, ahem… I am certain this has all arisen due to the absence of the temples, the way by which one worships the gods. So if you were to open your coffers and construct temples for each of the virtuous gods in Nerman, that would serve as sufficient proof. While you are at it, if you were to build the temples with a similar scale as this Temple of Neran, the gods would be mightily pleased.”
    

    
      The priest who said he served the God of Truth and Justice, Siportyne, filled his mouth with bold-faced words without a hint of shame.
    

    
      “Ah! I see…”
    

    
      I nodded, making an expression of understanding. At my gesture of affirmation, unlike the priest of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, whose face was growing dark, the other priests looked eagerly at me like wolves drooling over prey.
    

    
      “But if I may be so bold, there is something I don’t quite understand,” I said, looking at the priests with a questioning gaze.
    

    
      “If there is something you wish to ask, please go ahead, Lord Kyre,” said Priest Amorent, flashing me a benevolent smile.
    

    
      “May I ask if all of the esteemed priests here received revelations from God before departing for this place? From your words, I am under the impression that you are imbued with enough holy spirit to be involved in temple construction…” As I trailed off, I narrowed my eyes at the priests.
    

    
      “T-That’s…” Unable to answer my question, the priests stuttered.
    

    
      “I’m afraid I have another question.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      The priests stared at me with a mix of exasperation and disbelief.
    

    
      “Is there anyone among the temple priests who has prayed to the god they serve even once for our territory? Or perhaps purchased goods made in Nerman to assist in our development or delivered a bottle of holy water for our people?”
    

    
      My voice grew more and more emphatic as I spoke.
    

    
      “W-Well, that’s…”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      When I directed my guileless expression to the priests, they turned their heads away in a panic or flushed.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre… But why are you asking such questions…?”
    

    
      Despite his bafflement, Priest Amorent, the one that had definitely been named the representative for today, hesitantly probed me. To him, and the other priests, I flashed a big smile. And then, I opened my mouth.
    

    
      “You shitty dogs! Oi, you sons of bitches, you think money grows on trees? You bastards have done jack shit for Nerman and you want to threaten me? Do you guys know who I am? I’m the Lord of Nerman, Kyre! Emperor Poltviran of Bajran and Emperor Hadveria of Laviter shit themselves in their sleep when they hear my name. What did you say? Build temples like this and offer them as tributes? If it were you, would you do such a braindead thing, unless you had an arrow in your head?! You might be unarmed, but you shitheads are all shameless robbers, each and every one of you!”
    

    
      My enraged diatribe echoed loud and clear in the temple. As soon as it ended, the priests blanched.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu…’
    

    
      I gave a fierce grin of satisfaction to the priests standing there dumbly like statues. These little puppies that came begging me to eat them up would experience a new world today.
    

    
      I would make them realize the gravity of their sin of selling God’s name, down to their very bones.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Something’s gone wrong.’
    

    
      As priest with the most seniority among them and the one in service of Pallan, the Great God’s firstborn son, Amorent felt himself growing faint at the lord’s tirade. In fact, on his way here, he was mostly opposed to the Inquisition. It was said that the Lord of Nerman treated the gods like a cheating orc, but because the people of the continent could not live without faith, he believed that the people of Nerman would not have meekly accepted his rule if the lord was such a corrupted person.
    

    
      Also, according to the information independently sourced by the Temple of Pallan, the priestess serving the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, had moved to Nerman voluntarily. The only reason why he did not reveal that fact to the others despite knowing it was in order to use it as a tool to threaten Nerman, which had developed to the point of being able to win battles against empires.
    

    
      That was his plan, but when he saw the Nerman Lord raining down curses like a foul-mouthed mercenary at them, Amorent could feel the situation going off the tracks.
    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, the paladins were also…’
    

    
      Before they landed in the huge covert, the threatening actions of the Skyknights and the Nerman knights divided the priests from the paladins that had been dispatched to protect them. Amorent had a bad feeling, and upon seeing the Lord of Nerman switching from leading them on with an innocent expression to spewing vitriol like an ogre rampaging upon its mate having an affair, he had the feeling that everything had been planned.
    

    
      “Your words are excessive. I am aghast that you would denounce our proposal, which we have put out to cleanse you of the accusation of sacrilegious insult you have been charged with…”
    

    
      This may have been planned, but Amorent could not take the offense laying down. Even if the Lord of Nerman was a ruler who could wage war with empires, he wouldn’t be able to make light of the gods and the temples that served to stabilize the minds of the people, just as the history of the continent had demonstrated so far.
    

    
      “Indeed! The rage of God will return to punish these rough words that should not be spoken to sacred servants of God such as ourselves! Repent at once!”
    

    
      “Yes! If you do not take back what you have just said… You will not be able to avoid an Inquisition judgement!"
    

    
      Bolstered by Amorent’s words, the priests unanimously put pressure on the Lord of Nerman. However, the black-haired demonic Lord of Nerman, Kyre, didn’t even blink at their scathing remarks, his dark smile unfaltering.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      When their blows hit cotton and Kyre continued to emanate a strange aura, the priests fell into silence on their own.
    

    
      “Done yapping now?”
    

    
      A heavy voice rang quietly in the temple.
    

    
      “A-Are you proving your heresy on your own right now?!” Amorent asked, as if to confirm his fears.
    

    
      “Proving? What laughable dingbats you guys are. Let me ask one more thing. Do you know why the gods you are so quick to mention are gods? And do you really think that the gods would be moved one whit even if you pigs rotten to the core with greed threaten to punish me?”
    

    
      Kyre dared to ask priests why god was god, as if he knew better.
    

    
      “Impudence! How dare you ask devout servants of the gods how a god is defined! A god is a noble and almighty being that a corrupted soul such as yourself should never speak of. Yet you call the priests serving such mighty beings… rotten to the core with greed…”
    

    
      Amorent couldn’t bear to say the word ‘pig’. 
    

    
      “This is how he’s always been! He’s the one who kidnapped the naive priestess of Neran and imprisoned her. There’s nothing more to say. We must return at once and punish this evil soul in the name of God under the banner of the Inquisition!”
    

    
      Spittle flew out of the Neran priest’s mouth as he emphatically brought up punishment. Even if the other priests hadn’t said as much, they had no mind to forgive the Lord of Nerman who had called them dirty pigs.
    

    
      “Indeed. Let’s hurry and go back. We cannot continue to converse with the devil’s hound.”
    

    
      “Hmph! You will soon see the true rage of God!”
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘These guys still haven’t realized their place.’
    

    
      The strength of a group was a terrifying thing. The priests were hopping up and down, not even realizing that this was my land, a place you could pretty much call their graves. 
    

    
      If they wanted to return, I would send them back. But I wouldn’t do it nicely.
    

    
      “Kuhahahahahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      I put strength in my lower abdomen and let out a loud, refreshing laugh.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrrrrrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      At the same time, I activated the new unique-grade item I’d gotten recently, my 7th Circle mana core.
    

    
      
        Sizzzzzzleeeeee.
      
    

    
      Dense mana that any old mana user could detect at a single glance came rushing out.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “T-This is….”
    

    
      These people were priests, not mages, but they could use enough holy power to qualify as inquisitioners. Holy power could be called a variant form of the fundamental energy of the world, mana, so it was only natural that cold sweat began to drip down their faces upon sensing the fearsome mana that was filling the inside of the expansive temple. I was engraving in their bones the fact that I was strong enough to make trash like them disappear if I wanted to, and that there was a reason why the empires had lost successive battles to the tiny Nerman.
    

    
      “Kneel…”
    

    
      One word fell quietly from my lips.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      But the priests staggered backwards into each other, losing their minds with fear after reading my bloody intent bristling in the mana.
    

    
      “Didn’t hear me? Kneel and bow! You shitbrained bastards!!!”
    

    
      The priests looked dumbly at me as if their brains had ceased to function.
    

    
      “Those who choose not to kneel, do as you please! I’ll do you the kindness of letting you cry yourself to sleep in the arms of the god you serve, wailing that the evil Lord of Nerman turned you into mincemeat and left you without a body. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      Since I was already on this track, I continued playing the devil role. With an ominous smile and coarse, terrifying words, I slowly approached the trembling priests. Bloodthirsty 7th Circle mana that could be activated at any time was wrapped around me like a multi-layered Shield.
    

    
      The priests were dumbly watching me approach, having given up any will to resist. I began to gather mana in my hand to teach them a lesson, when I heard a quiet voice.
    

    
      “Stop, please stop…”
    

    
      My head turned to the source of the sound.
    

    
      And then, I saw her. She wore a saintly white robe, a virtuous smile that had no equal in this world was upon her lips, and her body was wreathed by a sacred aura.
    

    
      ‘Aramis…’
    

    
      I had forgotten. The master of the temple I was standing in wasn’t me, but her…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 166: God’s Intense Love
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Lord Kyre…”
    

    
      Aramis called my name. Her voice was quiet, but she was looking at me with eyes so clear that no word would do them justice.
    

    
      ‘You lucky dogs.’
    

    
      I was planning on thoroughly teaching them how terrifying the world could be, but Aramis stepped before my path with her angelic heart.
    

    
      “Huhu. Give thanks to the gods you serve. Offer your sincere thanks for not having to go see them today.”
    

    
      I withdrew my mana with a bitter smile. The master of the temple, Aramis, had stepped forward, so I couldn’t continue to express my rage. She was more than deserving of such respect from me.
    

    
      “Thank you, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      Aramis bowed to show her gratitude, knowing that I was reining in my anger for her sake. I lowered my head in response to her graceful bow, which gave off a feeling of chastity and spring flowers.
    

    
      “A-Apprentice priestess Aramis! How dare you act in this manner? And without the permission of the Cardinal as well! The fact that you have stained Holy Neran’s sacred name with the position of a mere apprentice priestess and left the temple without the clergy’s permission has angered the gods!”
    

    
      ‘This little shit!’
    

    
      This was why you had to beat someone into a pulp properly when educating them. Because I stopped halfway, this damned Neran priest still hadn’t realized where he stood on the map. He lashed out at Aramis while pointing his finger at her.
    

    
      “This inadequate servant wishes to give her apologies to the Cardinal in service of Holy Neran and all the fathers gathered here today. I beseech you to forgive me with a heart of magnanimous mercy.”
    

    
      There was simply no end to Angel Aramis’s kind-heartedness. She bowed as if she were a sinner not only to the priest disparaging her, but also to the other priests in the room.
    

    
      ‘Ah, jeez!’
    

    
      When I saw the woman I loved bowing her head, fire blazed from my eyes. Who were these pathetic bastards to receive an apology from my girl? They could hardly clear their name even if they fell to their knees right now, repenting their sin of selling their god’s name to sate their greed, yet they had the nerve to receive Aramis’ apology with straight backs. The timid expressions they were showing me just moments ago were quickly transforming into arrogance. It seemed they had picked up on the fact that I couldn’t do anything in front of Aramis from my respectful manner towards her.
    

    
      “Apprentice priestess Aramis. I am Father Amorent, and I serve the Goddess of Destiny, Pallan. The Church has entrusted me with leadership over the Inquisition proceedings.”
    

    
      The priest of Pallan, Amorent, butted in and introduced himself, calling Aramis’ name with a solemn voice.
    

    
      “If there is something Father Amorent wishes to say, please do so.”
    

    
      Amorent, who used the authoritarian ‘father’ moniker instead of humbling himself by using ‘priest,’ continued to speak to Aramis, all the while avoiding my gaze.
    

    
      “I have heard that Apprentice Priestess Aramis received Holy Neran’s favor and harbors impressive holy power.” He put strong emphasis on Aramis’ lower status. “But even if your holy power is impressive, I do not think your sincere heart towards the gods and your perseverance will last very long. Historically, there have been times when apprentice priests and devotees who were not fully educated and were not formally qualified to become priests of the Church brought about miracles after receiving the favor of a god, but it was always short-lived. There are plenty of people who abused the grace of their god, sullying their god’s sacred name, and later, lived wretched lives after becoming slaves of the Evil God.”
    

    
      Amorent spoke as if giving a cautionary preaching, his implication obvious. I looked at his flapping mouth with a dumbfounded gaze.
    

    
      “Because of that, the Church was established and the rules of the faith were created, allowing the Cardinals, the most faithful of God’s servants, and the many fathers of the Church to educate and supervise the apprentice priests and devotees so they do not abuse the grace of God. I am sure Apprentice Priestess Aramis understands this much.”
    

    
      Aramis was listening attentively to Priest Amorent’s words in silence, an inscrutable, deep look in her eyes.
    

    
      “Do not sin any longer. Do not abuse Holy Neran’s favor without the assent of the Cardinal and the various fathers, and return to the Church. Go and receive more training under the instruction of many fathers endowed with outstanding virtue and faith. If you do that, all the Inquisition proceedings called on Nerman and Lord Kyre will be fully recalled. This, I promise you, in the name of the Goddess of Destiny, Pallan.”
    

    
      Amorent continued to babble words that sounded plausible, but were actually totally ridiculous.
    

    
      “Do as he says. How dare you, a mere apprentice priestess, defy the will of the Cardinal and the various high-ranking fathers? This is a matter of the fundamental qualifications as a priest serving Neran.”
    

    
      “It’s not too late. If you repent your sin and return to the Church, Apprentice Priestess Aramis, like Father Amorent said, the Inquisition called on Nerman and Lord Kyre will be withdrawn.”
    

    
      “Ahem ahem. If you repent your sin and return to the Church… I will ask my Cardinal to forgive your sins.”
    

    
      These guys were enthusiastically dancing to their own self-serving tunes.
    

    
      ‘You guys sure know how to talk crazy.’
    

    
      Anger surged within me. I would have loved to punch the living daylights out of them. From the looks of it, they only had a teensy bit of holy power, but they were putting on airs just because they carried a ‘father’ name tag on their puffed up chests. These pathetic bastards could never even hope to reach Aramis’ level of holy power, but they wanted to make her prostrate herself before the obsolete rules and standards of the Church.
    

    
      “I will engrave the words of the Fathers here deep within my heart.”
    

    
      ‘Hrm?’
    

    
      Upon hearing Aramis say she would take the priests’ ridiculous chatter to heart, uneasiness swept over me. If Aramis ended up returning to the Church in order to free me of suspicion, I would lose all my zest for life. In contrast to my unease, the pigs showed looks of satisfaction at Aramis as she bowed her head to them.
    

    
      “However, I cannot leave this place.”
    

    
      Aramis’ quiet, clear ringing voice echoed in the temple. In her voice was a small, but unflinching will.
    

    
      “W-What do you mean by that? Did you mean to ridicule us just now by saying you would engrave our words in your heart?!”
    

    
      “Hmph! Of course.”
    

    
      “Apprentice Priestess Aramis!”
    

    
      The pig priests flew into a rage.
    

    
      “Even ten of me would not be enough to express my apologies to the fathers here and the Cardinal serving Holy Neran. However, I truly cannot leave this place.” Aramis reiterated herself, her voice full of regret. “If I leave, countless Nerman residents who survived by relying on me will be deeply saddened. I have already vowed to support those who believed in me, inadequate as I am, and relied on Holy Neran, with all that I am. If I were to leave the people, it would be no different from a parent abandoning their children to go on a long journey.”
    

    
      “Cease your arrogant drivel!” raged one priest. “How could you, a mere apprentice priestess, become an arbitrator of Neran’s will to lead the people?! I have never heard such irreverent words in my life!”
    

    
      “It seems her soul has already become tainted with evil. How could a mere apprentice priestess be so deluded…”
    

    
      “It seems we must certainly investigate the source of the holy power she bears.”
    

    
      The priests were extremely incensed by Aramis’ words.
    

    
      Then, I saw it. Even though she had explained the reason why she couldn’t leave with a truly pure heart devoid of selfishness, the priests did not hesitate to denounce her. She was crying tears of sadness towards them.
    

    
      The thread of self-restraint keeping a lid on my anger snapped with a twang.
    

    
      “Huhuhu…”
    

    
      A cold smile rose to my lips.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      Driven by my rage, the mana dormant in my mana core dominated my surroundings in seconds.
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Because it was imbued with my will, the mana had transformed into a thing of fury. The priests cried out and turned to me, and when they met my eyes, their bodies trembled in horror.
    

    
      “You dare… you dare to make tears fall from Aramis’ eyes. I see you bastards have given up on life today.”
    

    
      I slowly stepped towards them.
    

    
      As I did so, they stumbled backwards in abject fear. It seemed they had finally come to their senses. They finally realized that the place they were standing might be a temple, but said temple was still built on Nerman land, my land.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre…”
    

    
      Seeing me approach the priests, Aramis’ tearful voice tried to stop me again.
      

    

    
      “Aramis, do not stop me. It is impossible to converse with people who do not even know the true will of their god and have grown blind with greed and deaf with arrogance!”
    

    
      I wasn’t afraid of the temples, nor did I fear an inquisition. Gods they might be, but gods who sat on their hands and simply watched Nerman struggle weren’t gods who had my faith. If the gods truly existed, they would definitely be moved by the sincere hearts of me and the Nerman people rather than the mumbling of these oily-faced priests.
    

    
      “Please don’t. I do not want you to commit a sin. They, too, are all children receiving the love and concern of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran. How pained would Neran be if you made Her children bleed inside a temple devoted to Her? Lord Kyre, please abate your rage. If you take a step backwards, you will see that this is all nothing to be angered by.”
    

    
      Even in the face of such insults, Aramis continued to expound on the unconditional love of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran. If Aramis wasn’t a real saintess, who else would have the right to call themselves one?
    

    
      “This inadequate servant of Neran dares to say one thing to all the fathers here.” After stopping me, Aramis turned to the priests. “I was not able to learn much, so I do not know about the various teachings and doctrines of the temple. That is why I will bear your criticisms in mind and repent until the day that I die.”
    

    
      Aramis’ elegant, calm voice filled the temple.
    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      The moment she began to speak, I saw something that shocked me.
    

    
      ‘A-Aura of holy power!’
    

    
      It was the sacred halo of God, a phenomenon said to appear on priests when they received a revelation from the heavens. The transparent, but holy light that was clearly different from mana started from Aramis’ head and slowly spread like a veil over her entire body.
    

    
      ".....!!!"
    

    
      The priests’ eyes grew wide with shock upon seeing the aura of holy power. No matter how blind their eyes were from arrogance and greed, there was no way they didn’t know that the Goddess Neran was descending upon Aramis’ radiantly shining body.
    

    
      “A god is called a god because they clearly perceive all things. To the foolish lambs who live deluding themselves many times a day, led astray by the shadows appearing in their hearts, so says God: Look closely at the true state of your heart; those who can see clearly are those who know God’s will.”
    

    
      Aramis continued to relay the righteousness of her god. “Oh fathers, open your eyes. The fathers here know what the gods you truly love want, do you not? You are just like the pitiful souls who kneel before you in prayer in order to see a glimpse of the divine, and at the same time, you know what form the descent of a god truly takes, do you not? The true form of god we must worship are the people, the countless multitudes in which the spirit of the gods dwell, sent to enlighten us. That is the reason why this inadequate servant must remain here. Not for the sake of the Goddess Neran who resides in this great temple, but for the Holy Spirit who comes as the ailing and struggling humans in order to guide me to the path of enlightenment. As one who has not been graced with such divinity, I must repent and offer the greatest worship I am capable of to all of the gods appearing in this world.”
    

    
      ‘Mm…’
    

    
      Even I hadn’t known Aramis’ sincere thoughts regarding gods. Her words resounded heavily in my chest. She spoke of her god’s divine love and sacrifice in walking the world as humans sent to guide all beings to the path of enlightenment. I was not a sincere servant of Neran, but even I felt like I could understand her love.
    

    
      “I repent. Before the fathers here, I, an inadequate servant of God, bow down and sincerely offer my repentance.”
    

    
      As she spoke, Aramis knelt before the priests, shedding hot tears.
    

    
      
        Whooooooosh.
      
    

    
      In no time at all, the glow around Aramis had grown blindingly bright. Her aura of holy power spread like a fog, filling the inside of the temple.
    

    
      “Ohh… Oh gods above…”
    

    
      “Nghh…”
    

    
      “M-May you forgive us, your inadequate servants.”
    

    
      
        Thud, thud, thud.
      
    

    
      One by one, the priests fell to their knees. They knelt to Aramis, who was crying tears of repentance to them. Hot tears were falling from their eyes.
    

    
      They were moved by her holy power and the intense favor of a god, something one would never be able to experience if a god had not descended. Some of them were probably not consciously aware that they were kneeling and repenting. This moment of united repentance was caused by the absolute authority of God.
    

    
      “Sob sob sob…”
    

    
      “I repent, I repent!”
    

    
      “Uwahhh…”
    

    
      The priests wailed, wetting the ground with their tears. I wasn’t as moved as them, but I could keenly feel God’s love.
    

    
      ‘You are really amazing!’
    

    
      I turned my head to look at the holy relic of Neran, the goddess who had overseen this all. The unconditional love of the gods melted away the corrupt hearts of the priests in an instant, something I hadn’t been able to force with strength.
    

    
      I could not help but admire the Goddess. I was also thankful to her for sending her stream of grace to Nerman through Aramis, the woman I loved.
    

    
      ‘I will repay you many times over.’
    

    
      That was the only promise I could make. The only thing I could do was to promise that I would repay what Neran gave with interest and turn Nerman into a land brimming with God’s true love. I was sure that was the expression of intense love for humans that God wanted to achieve through me.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 167: Just Believe in Me
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Raise the sail!”
    

    
      “Puhahaha! As expected, my craftsmanship is still as good as ever.”
    

    
      “Unless there’s some fearsome wind, it’ll never fall apart.”
    

    
      The wharf was buzzing with the raucous shouts of the excited dwarven carpenters. Under the admiring gazes of the people, a fishing boat was taking shape.
    

    
      ‘Just where are their limits? Jeez.’
    

    
      Apparently, back in the day, Nerman had quite a few skilled shipbuilders. However, they hadn’t been able to build ships due to the constant monster invasions and interference from pirates, and when the last boats they could repair disappeared, they left the territory. As a result, the only “ships” that could be built were only small skiffs, at most.
    

    
      The situation did a 180 when I put dwarves to the job. Derval found them a few blueprints, and after a bit of muttering amongst themselves, they created a decent fishing boat in one week. Then, when we procured wood for them in earnest, they asked the elves to enspell the wood and made an enormous fishing craft that could truly be called a ship.
    

    
      Of course, since I had seen giant ships with gross tonnages in the hundreds of thousands in the 21st century, the dwarves’ ship didn’t knock me off my feet, but the large fishing craft capable of going far out into the sea to catch fish did make me happy to see. People could not subsist on bread alone, so this fishing ship that could provide my residents with cheap and nutritious fish was an absolutely critical tool.
    

    
      ‘The priests have been all sorted out, so the problem is the empires.’
    

    
      The priests were deeply moved by the holy power of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, who descended upon Aramis. Up until the moment they left, they continued to repent their sins while trailing behind Aramis like little chicks following a mother hen, enthralled by the overflowing joy of holy power. The suspicion of heresy cast on me was completely erased.
    

    
      The day they left, they sought an audience with me and said they would hold a temple conference to have temples for each of the gods built in Nerman. Of course, I tempered their enthusiasm with some conditions. No temple could be built in Nerman without my permission, and they were not allowed to receive any donations from the people. It was my opinion that money and faith should be separated in the same manner as evil and holiness.
    

    
      I would oversee everything that happened in Nerman. Even when the gods were involved, on my land, they had to receive my permission.
    

    
      ‘The fighting is still as fierce as ever, huh.’
    

    
      I knew that a single letter from me was not enough to make the kingdoms halt their advance. An opportunity had finally come for the kingdoms that had lived decades, centuries, under Bajran’s supremacy, so they wouldn’t be able to give up easily. On top of that, there was no way the Bajran Empire would twiddle its thumbs while the kingdoms were pillaging their lands. They might have taken a severe blow from the sudden attack, but an empire was an empire. I heard the fighting was extremely fierce between the Bajran army, which was forced to retreat multiple times, and the kingdom armies made with the united strength of four kingdoms.
    

    
      ‘But I have to make sure little Razcion still has one whole piece of land left.’
    

    
      The empire had to pay the price for its abuse of extravagance and power all this time. You could pin the blame on Poltviran, but Poltviran had formally become the emperor in the name of the empire. Bajran could not free itself from that responsibility. However, I couldn’t just watch the kingdoms greedily seize power. At this rate, it was possible Bajran would be nibbled away into a size smaller than a kingdom.
    

    
      ‘Laviter is also assembling their forces piece by piece in the west.’
    

    
      According to the words of the information merchant sent by the black merchants, the Laviter Empire’s army was being transferred over the Bertz Mountains towards the Kovilan Mountains, their careful moves drawing a stark contrast with the brute-forcing, reckless Poltviran. I was deeply concerned by Saker’s news. The Laviter Empire wasn’t some no-name empire. It was the nation with the greatest military power on the continent, and Nerman wouldn’t be able to avoid a fateful fight with them.
    

    
      ‘But seriously, where is that jerk hiding? I’m pretty damn worried about him, too.’
    

    
      Not long ago, a piece of news flew in from Haildrian regarding the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas. According to them, he was building up such enormous strength that the Haildrian Imperial Palace had activated their defense magic array. He was definitely holed up somewhere, planning his evil machinations. Seeing as there were no rumors about Altakas on the continent, it seemed he was really employing his smarts to avoid detection.
    

    
      “Esteemed dwarves, please continue after eating this.”
    

    
      “Esteemed elves, please have some of these strawberries.”
    

    
      The peak of spring was quickly approaching. The citizens brought a spread of beer and seasonal fruits to the sweating dwarves and the expressionless elves.
    

    
      “Ohhh! Is it already time for a snack?”
    

    
      “Thanks for the food.”
    

    
      Up until recently, the demihumans treated humans like dirt between their toes, but they had grown close enough with the Nerman residents to eat food together. Once they opened their closed-off hearts, they treated the people of Nerman with greater sincerity than any human.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, you have to cherish each other to feel like you’re really living.’
    

    
      The dwarves put down their tools and chortled as they eyed the large beer barrel the people had brought for them, and the elves nodded their heads after receiving various baked breads and fruits. These people were the true backbone of Nerman.
    

    
      
        Flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      I was watching the moving scene on the wharf with satisfaction when a familiar wyvern landed next to Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘Hyneth…’
    

    
      The woman who had leveled up from a cute pixie to a glamorous supermodel in the short time we were apart landed her grey wyvern next to Bebeto, kicking up a cloud of dust.
    

    
      “So you were here, Elder Brother. Hohoho. I had a hard time finding you.”
    

    
      Hyneth almost always called me ‘Elder Brother,’ and always without reserve. She took off her helmet and sent me a guileless smile.
    

    
      “Training’s all done for today.”
    

    
      Since the day they arrived, Hyneth and the Bajran imperial family guests trained nonstop. As she spoke, a smile twinkled in her eyes, and her golden hair tied into the usual twin tails fluttered in the sea breeze.
    

    
      “You’ll damage your skin, so make sure to take proper breaks.”
    

    
      Hyneth’s cute cheeks were so fair they looked as if a simple touch would leave a mark. Her adorable and lovable face, as incongruous with her figure as it was, aroused a protective instinct in me. It seemed that my image of her from imperial knight academy hadn’t yet faded.
    

    
      “Thanks. If not for Elder Brother, who else would worry about my skin. Hehe,” Hyneth said, grinning.
    

    
      ‘She’s pretty.’
    

    
      I couldn’t suppress a thought of admiration in the face of Hyneth’s energy, which had the liveliness of a rose blooming in spring. Her pure beauty as a woman had drawn unconscious praise from me.
    

    
      “But Elder Brother, there’s something I want to ask.”
    

    
      “Hm? What is it?”
    

    
      “Could we talk somewhere other than here?” Her expression had gone from a bright smile to a serious look.
    

    
      The knights and soldiers guarding the port were sneaking glances at Hyneth and me. We were around 300 meters away from the wharf, but because their lord was personally watching, they were standing at brisk attention. Hyneth, who was seemingly conscious of their gazes, looked completely different from her usual self.
    

    
      ‘Is it something important?’
    

    
      We were living under one roof, but we had few chances to see each other. The territory was coming together, but there were still a lot of things that needed my attention. In particular, I had to personally retouch the mana supply circles that fueled the defense magic arrays and important buildings. I also had to practice 7th Circle spells whenever I had the time. Even for me and all my advantages, 7th Circle spells were difficult to understand. They were heaven and earth apart from the magic of the 6th Circle. An enormous amount of mana was drawn from the air, so casting them required not only a great deal of mana control, but also the ability to arrange multiple complicated formulas.
    

    
      And that wasn’t all. The paperwork I had to handle as the lord wasn’t something to scoff at, either. Even though Derval and the admin knights handled the important work, there was a boatload of things that required the lord’s personal attention. Nerman hadn’t yet reached the stage of completion, so the territory was still developing at a rapid pace. Like a young toddler reliant on their parent’s guidance, I was constantly needed.
    

    
      “How about going to the seawall?”
    

    
      “Okay, sounds good.”
    

    
      I suggested the seawall of the salt farm, where I had walked with Rosiathe. It was perfect for an important conversation away from other people.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go to the salt farm seawall.”
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooo!
      
    

    
      My words roused Bebeto from his doze, and he flapped his wings.
    

    
      ‘Did something happen?’
    

    
      Hyneth was wearing a severe expression that didn’t suit her. I worried about what she had to say as we effortlessly ascended into the air.
    

    
      As we did so, the warm sunlight of the spring day embraced us with a light touch.
      

    

    
      Hidden in a precipitous canyon in the Bertz Mountains, stood an edifice made of black stone. 
    

    
      Other than the flight path and roads publicized by the Laviter Empire, everything else about the mountains was forbidden. The mountain range was the size of a small kingdom and was rife with dangerous monsters, and many people had disappeared without known cause, so it was blocked off by imperial law.
    

    
      The building made of black stone was located in the most perilous valley of the dangerous Bertz Mountains. It took the shape of a magic tower. The considerably large base rested sturdily on the ground as if embedded into the boulders below, and the many floors of the magic tower soared up into the sky like the peak of a mountain. Moss and ivy covered the magic tower like camouflage.
    

    
      The space around the magic tower was covered with a nearly imperceptible layer of mana. A wide-area illusion magic array that made the tower look like a mountain peak from above was in effect.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      The astonishingly well-concealed magic tower had something like a large yard in front of it. There, hundreds of mages wearing black robes were standing in orderly rows, each one holding a mana staff. They were pin-drop silent, almost as if they were waiting for someone.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Just then, the blue light of mana flashed on the highest floor of the magic tower.
    

    
      “H-He is coming!”
    

    
      “Ohhhhh! At long last!”
    

    
      The black mages exclaimed in voices full of emotion.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      Suddenly, an incredible glow came from the blinding mana light.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Nngh…”
    

    
      The black mages groaned, hastily closing their eyes. When the afterimage of light faded from their eyes, they slowly reopened them, raising their heads to look at the highest part of the tower.
    

    
      “Kukukukukukukuku…”
    

    
      The weighty laugh was quiet, but carried far, as if imbued with mana. The evil laughter echoed in the canyon, which was darkening under the coming of dusk. Then, the man standing atop the tower stopped laughing and addressed the black mages below.
    

    
      “You who love the cold and icy true form of mana, your master has come. Worship me, oh children of the darkness~!”
    

    
      
        Whooooooosh.
      
    

    
      As he spoke, black mana oozed from his body and rapidly wrapped around the tower.
    

    
      “Ohhhh!!!”
    

    
      “W-What incredible dark mana!”
    

    
      The black mages shivered upon seeing an unimaginable level of dark mana they had never encountered in their lives. They shed their arrogant pride and looked at the man in awe. 
    

    
      If anyone had seen it, they would have been shocked. Who were black mages? Just like how light and darkness were incompatible, black mages were people who used dark mana by employing evil arts in the shadow of darkness. At one point, they co-existed with others on the continent, but because they committed acts of atrocity in order to ingest the vitality of blood every time they reached a circle wall, the yin-attribute mana-wielding black mages were soon chased out of the continent.
    

    
      The people of the continent did not forgive their violent actions, which went so far as to use humans as sacrifices for their personal growth. Although black mages could use incredibly destructive black magic, you would have to reckon with the rage of the continent’s people as soon as you joined forces with them, so even people blinded by power did not dare to associate with black mages.
    

    
      For around a thousand years, black mages were unable to walk openly on the continent. The moment a black mage appeared, they would be exterminated as a common enemy of mankind.
    

    
      However, that didn’t mean black mages were weak by any means. Whenever people were about to forget their existence, they appeared once again, bringing destruction with them. Not only could they use magic far more powerful than white magic, but they could also open the dimension to the demon realm and summon demon beasts and even demons to wreak devastation upon the land. Their numbers might be small, but if dozens of them were to appear at the same time, they could cause considerable suffering on the continent.
    

    
      Here, in a valley of the Bertz Mountains, were hundreds of such mages. Many of them even had the red thread symbolizing upper circles embroidered on the sleeves of their black robes.
    

    
      “Worship me! Submit to the dark mana before you! And follow me, for I shall lead your Shining Magic Tower to engrave runes of blood in the heads of every person on the continent! They will know that the true masters of mana have returned!”
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAHHHH!!!!!!!!”
    

    
      Those were the words every black mage had wanted to hear most. They chose dark mana, but they did not want to live their lives hidden in the darkness forever. The black mages of the Shining Magic Tower, which held a firm spot among the continent’s seven but could not act in the open, cheered from the bottom of their hearts, gazing at the yin-attribute mana of an 8th Circle black mage that had formed a jet-black whirlwind above the magic tower.
    

    
      If this person led them, they would have nothing to fear. The continent didn’t even have the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal, the only human to have reached the 8th Circle. If this person joined hands with the Shining Magic Tower, which had accumulated strength for a thousand years in the lightless darkness, conquering the continent would be an easy feat.
    

    
      The elders of the Shining Magic Tower had been told of his identity.
    

    
      Everyone on the Kallian continent, not just the black mages, would have to kneel before him.
    

    
      He was worthy of being worshiped by all. He, who had taken over the Shining Magic Tower in an instant, was the **** of the Empire.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Elder Brother, you’ll help, right?”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      I was walking on the seawall with Hyneth. As the rushing of the foaming waves surrounded us, Hyneth threw me a hot potato.
    

    
      

    

    
      The saying ‘blood doesn’t lie’ wasn’t false. They might be unsophisticated and rough, but the Petrin Count family was still one of the loyal retainer households of the Bajran Empire, and Hyneth was the sole daughter of such a family. True to her blood as a loyal knight, she was asking me to help the Bajran Empire escape its current crisis.
    

    
      But the problem was that I couldn’t leave Nerman. If those sneaky spies found out that I wasn’t in Nerman like before, they would no doubt advertise that news with a loudspeaker. If that happened, the Laviter Emperor who couldn’t wait to rip me and Nerman apart wouldn’t sit around.
    

    
      ‘What should I do about this?’
    

    
      That being said, I couldn’t just stay holed up in Nerman, either. I could take responsibility for Igis, but I couldn’t just watch as the little prince, the legitimate emperor of Bajran, was robbed of his home.
    

    
      “You don’t want to?”
    

    
      Hyneth was as blunt as ever. Seeing that I was struggling to make a decision, tears welled up in her eyes.
    

    
      “It’s not that I don’t want to.”
    

    
      “Then why? With your help, we can set the Bajran Empire back on its feet, so why can’t you help? P-Princess Igis loves you, but you can’t do that much for her?”
    

    
      Hyneth bit her lips, dragging Princess Igis into the conversation.
    

    
      ‘Argh, so frustrating. Dammit, like I said, it’s not that.’
    

    
      I would have loved to lead all of Nerman’s Skyknights to Bajran, make a mess of Poltviran’s face, and set Razcion on the throne. But if I left, who would protect the territory?!
    

    
      “E-Elder Brother, you’ve changed… Back in knight academy, you were a cool guy who feared nothing in the world. Wahh.”
    

    
      ‘Why the heck are you crying?!’
    

    
      It was true, I did change. In my knight academy days, I didn’t hesitate to beat up anyone I didn’t like. But now, I was the lord responsible for the life and death of over 500,000 Nerman residents. This wasn’t something I could decide on a whim.
    

    
      “Hyneth.”
    

    
      Hyneth silently raised her brown eyes wet with tears towards me.
    

    
      “What is the Bajran Empire to you?”
    

    
      “...It is… a destiny I must protect.”
    

    
      It was a response truly befitting the daughter of a knight family.
    

    
      “Nerman is to me what Bajran is to you. Nerman is my destiny, a place that cannot yet exist without my presence.”
    

    
      “Sob… but…”
    

    
      She probably knew exactly what I was saying. Hyneth was a future lord who would have to protect her family and her people, after all.
    

    
      “I’m also looking for a way I can help. I don’t want the Bajran Empire to continue walking the path of extinction, either. But I cannot abandon my destiny to recklessly help the Empire. This might sound sad, but even if it were my parents asking me, I wouldn’t be able to abandon Nerman.”
    

    
      If my parents heard this, they would probably call me an ungrateful brat who didn’t appreciate their efforts, but these were the sincere feelings of my heart.
    

    
      “I-I’m sorry… wahh. But… we have to go back soon. I got word from my father yesterday saying that if the northern nobles cannot see His Highness the Crown Prince, they cannot help us. That’s why I’m doing this, even though I know it’s not…”
    

    
      Unable to finish, Hyneth trailed off. She may have grown taller, but the way she looked so young and vulnerable as she cried made my heart ache. If I could only split my body into two, I wouldn’t have to think twice.
    

    
      “Can the nobles in the North drive Poltviran off the throne?”
    

    
      “I think so. The Empire’s elite soldiers are fighting the kingdom soldiers right now, so the capital only has the bare minimum defense.”
    

    
      ‘If things go wrong, won’t the kingdoms have it easy?’
    

    
      If expelling Poltviran started a prolonged battle, the Bajran army would be divided, and that would definitely lead to the kingdoms being able to reap a delicious profit with utter ease.
    

    
      ‘We have to run him out with one lightning-fast attack, but how…’
    

    
      Poltviran wasn’t the only problem. There were the kingdoms to consider, too. I politely asked them to stop, but they were still greedy for the empire’s land.
    

    
      ‘The issue is the distance.’ My participation wasn’t the problem—the problem was the enormous distance I’d have to cover. ‘Huh? Wait a sec!!!’
    

    
      An idea flashed in my head.
    

    
      “H-Hyneth. Does Duke Garvit happen to have a Warp array?”
    

    
      “Warp array? Probably, yeah. A duchy would have a warp array to allow quick escape from a crisis. Why do you ask?” she asked, looking at me in puzzlement. A moment later, realization dawned on her. "Y-You can’t mean, from here?”
    

    
      Such a feat was probably absolutely impossible according to Hyneth’s knowledge. Currently, no mage on the continent was capable of using Warp over such a distance. Even if you knew the coordinates and had the help of a magic crystal, with increased distance came a proportionate consumption of mana. You would need the help of a Grade 1 magic crystal, plus a more advanced magic incantation than the currently known Warp formula.
    

    
      That’s why the royal and imperial families and high-ranking nobles only had long-distance Warp arrays for emergency use. The Warp incantation from the ancient magic era that could transport a person long distances to every region no longer existed.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhuhu…’
    

    
      But I was different.
    

    
      Who was I? I was the top disciple of the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal, the only human pioneer (except for the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction) of 8th Circle magic in the history of the continent. 
    

    
      ‘We have a Grade 1 magic crystal in the territory. We can cover most distances, no problem.’
    

    
      But it wasn’t as if the magic crystal would solve all our problems. Only an 8th Circle mage could cast Warp Gate, the much safer and stabler version of Warp. For me, a 7th Circle mage, long-distance teleportation was a pretty tricky issue. If the coordinates, incantation, or mana quantity were wrong in any way, we could end up buried in the ground or the ocean’s depths.
    

    
      “Then send a lumikar immediately and find out for me. The exact coordinates of the duchy’s Warp array, I mean.”
    

    
      “E-Elder Brother…”
    

    
      Hyneth could only manage a numb response. Her mind was probably full of messy thoughts.
    

    
      “Hyneth.”
    

    
      “Yeah…” At my call, Hyneth looked at me with troubled eyes.
    

    
      “Do you trust me?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Good. Do as I said. If you do that, I will burn this body of mine bright for the sake of the Bajran Empire.”
    

    
      “R-Really?!”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Elder Brother!”
    

    
      
        Whumpf.
      
    

    
      ‘Uwah!’
    

    
      Crying out her thanks, Hyneth jumped into my arms like an excited little sparrow. I didn’t understand why she had to say her thanks like this, but it wasn’t a bad feeling.
    

    
      “This is nothing though…”
    

    
      “Wahh. Thank you so much. I’ll never forget this favor. When the Empire is stable again, I’ll do anything you want!”
    

    
      ‘Kek!’
    

    
      I coughed internally, looking at the girl who was completely oblivious as to what kind of dangers(?) her words could invite. She wasn’t even a child ignorant of the world. But even as I thought that, my hand was unconsciously stroking the lovely curves of Hyneth’s back.
    

    
      ‘Yep, milk really is the perfect thing for getting taller.’
    

    
      I sent my gratitude to milk, the miracle food that had admirably done its part. Meanwhile, I earnestly wondered if I should go ahead and give the somewhat-small-chested Aramis a dairy cow.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 168: A Truly Fearless Fellow
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “From now on, we will be using this for money.”
    

    
      “What? These p-paper pieces?”
    

    
      “What!”
    

    
      Derval looked agape at the paper bills in my hand. On this continent, where only coins were recognized as money, a paper bill was probably very strange.
    

    
      “What do you think? It’s really well drawn, don’t you think?”
    

    
      While Derval and the admin knights, Andriave and Thevedian, continued looking at me in shock, I admired the handsome visage drawn on the bill.
    

    
      “S-Surely those numbers don’t signify Gold, do they…?”
    

    
      ‘100’ clearly marked both sides of the bill with my face on it.
    

    
      “Oh! As expected of Sir Derval, a genius who graduated at the top of his class. Yes, the number drawn here represents the Gold amount.”
    

    
      “Whaaaat?!”
    

    
      “Ngh…”
    

    
      The admin knights groaned, their faces stiffening. I was sure their minds were full of doubt, wondering how this scrap of paper could possibly substitute for Gold.
    

    
      “You will write an edict for me at once, relaying that in the future, these paper bills will replace Gold and Silver everywhere in Nerman.”
    

    
      “My liege, it is presumptuous of me to say so, but don’t these bills run the risk of tearing too easily? Also, I am doubtful as to whether the people will take to them. Moreover, the chance they will be forged is greater than with Gold.”
    

    
      A deluge of questions I’d anticipated came spilling out of Derval, but I wasn’t an idiot.
    

    
      “Don’t worry about that. It’ll be fine if we use these bills for the internal and external purchase of all goods used in Nerman Castle and for the soldier wages. We will also receive all things like taxes with these bills. Also, go ahead and try to rip it. It was made with a secret technique that resists tearing.”
    

    
      I passed over the paper money to Derval and the admin knights.
    

    
      “The design is very detailed.”
    

    
      “What kind of magic treatment was done? Looking at the drawing on the other side…”
    

    
      The admin knights exclaimed in surprise as they examined the bills. Even if I told them that an enormous amount of money was going around the world through various cards and digital means in the 21st century, these guys wouldn’t even be able to imagine it.
    

    
      “It’s safer than the golden tokens issued by the merchant groups. Also, if it were you, could you bring yourselves to lose or rip the paper bill in your hands?”
    

    
      “T-That’s…”
    

    
      Only an insane lunatic would be able to use money as toilet paper or tinder for a flame. Of course, if you were so well off that your house had a swimming pool and you had a personal airplane as a toy, sure, money wouldn’t have much meaning anymore.
    

    
      ‘If the lord says to duck, you duck. Who would stop me?’
    

    
      If we used paper bills for the soldier’s wages and the various taxes that were periodically issued and received, the bill circulation in the territory would be quickly reformed.
    

    
      “After about one month has passed, with the exception of anything under Silver value, all money will be standardized to paper bills. In addition, inform the merchant groups that all trades with them will be done using Nerman bills, and have a bill exchange facility built in Denfors.”
    

    
      Since we were doing this, there was no need to dawdle.
    

    
      ‘Just you wait, you merchant bastards. It’s your turn now.’
    

    
      This big scheme was prepared not just for the merchants, but for the Empire as well, and today was the start.
    

    
      “My lord, but to make this happen, a great deal of bills with the same designs on them need to be produced. Is that possible?”
    

    
      As usual, Derval’s grasp on the situation was speedier than the others.
    

    
      “Of course. You know me. We’re already fully prepared.”
    

    
      The dwarves weren’t playing around. Since the dwarves were only interested in beer and crafting anyway, I installed the magic bill press in their Dwarven Village cave. Making the bills was fairly tricky, but with the dwarves’ engineering smarts and my 7th Circle magic, it wasn’t hard. The dwarves were outstandingly skilled at making paper, and we had the magic reagent-treated dyes we had confiscated from the magic towers. We couldn’t make the exact same colors that were possible in the 21st century, but we could certainly make bills fit for circulation.
    

    
      “Around tomorrow, there will be more than enough bills to cover the soldier wages for this month. Keep that in mind and make the necessary preparations.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      This was why being at the top was great. I only needed to set up the frame and give a command, and my loyal knights would figure out the rest. It was a pretty great job.
    

    
      “Is the reorganization of the administrative divisions finished?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege. First of all, we have divided the territory into four principal provinces following the natural quadrisection of the Lovent River. We gave them the following designations: Yupiran, which has Denfors as its central city; Arpen, located near the Kovilan Mountains; Kosain, with Gadain Castle at its center; and finally, Paurath, which sits next to the Havis Kingdom border. The central cities of each province, as well as the villages in the districts that fall underneath them, have been outlined in great detail,” Derval proudly reported.
    

    
      ‘As expected of the smart Derval.’
    

    
      Organizing a territory into administrative divisions sounded easy, but establishing an intricate system with every village slotted in was no simple feat. The workload involved was no laughing matter, either. If you asked me to point at a person busier than me in Nerman, Derval would be the first to get pointed out.
    

    
      “Well done.”
    

    
      “I am undeserving of your praise. If not for your remarkable insight, my liege, who could possibly realize such an innovative system? I respect you with all my heart, my liege.”
    

    
      His words of respect were always pleasant to hear.
    

    
      Derval might have graduated from the administration academy at the top of his class, but how could he compare to me, who had grown up in a complicated administrative system with provinces, districts, and municipalities in the 21st century? The Kallian Continent was still divided into territories, with administrators managing the villages in a vague and arbitrary manner.
      

    

    
      “Each central city will dispatch administrative staff to manage the directory and productivity submitted by the districts. Work on fostering specialist staff so that we can build and manage all of the future cities and villages as planned.”
    

    
      “By your will.”
    

    
      The continent was overflowing with young talents who wanted to work, talents who graduated from empire or kingdom administration academies but were reduced to being tax collectors and wiping the butts of the lords, unable to realize their ideals. I heard that we were inquiring about such talents and scouting them. Nerman had a population of hundreds of thousands, but people who could read and write were rare, so for the time being, we had to import talents to fill our rosters.
    

    
      In a few years, we wouldn’t have to do that anymore. I was thinking about establishing education facilities like elementary schools in the central cities of each region. That being said, I didn’t plan on promoting the 21st century’s brand of systematic education. Unlike South Korea, which strove to create the best education plans using their overflowing high-quality staff, in Nerman, we would settle for teaching basic reading, writing, and numbers. We would then pick out the smartest students with a promising level of loyalty to Nerman and nurture them into quality administrative personnel. I planned on turning the rest into sincere Nerman workers. We would raise them into Nerman citizens who loved Nerman and would readily spill blood for Nerman’s sake, no matter what happened or wherever they were.
    

    
      ‘There’ll be peerages, but I’ll only give out non-hereditary peerages that come with no territory.’
    

    
      The territory was small. Even if I declared our sovereignty or called myself an emperor, the territory was all too small. Because of that, there was no land for me to divvy out. Whatever the other countries did, it was sufficient for me to be the only land-owner in Nerman. The conduct of nobles that I saw on the rest of the continent was something that could never be allowed to happen here in Nerman.
    

    
      ‘The basic outline is now complete. What’s left is to make a Nerman recognized by all.’
    

    
      For the most part, the paradise I dreamed of was on the tracks. Until recently, Nerman was amongst the most poor, scary, and dirty places on the continent. But with the extermination of the monsters and the gradual disappearance of our enemies, the grain and products that would fatten Nerman up were growing and developing. Nerman was slowly but surely building up its pride from under the feet of those beastlike empires that couldn’t wait to swallow Nerman whole, even back when it had nothing.
    

    
      ‘Now, I’m not afraid of anyone.’
    

    
      I had always lived an unrestrained life fearing nothing, but my confidence was greater than ever. I ascended to the 7th Circle, putting me shoulder to shoulder with the tower masters of the continent’s magic towers, and I did so as a magic swordsman, an achievement they would never reach. To top it off, I could even use spirits.
    

    
      ‘When I reached the 7th Circle, my swordsmanship also changed.’
    

    
      I might not be on the level of a legendary Grand Blade Master, but the mana imbued in my sword had clearly changed. Before I reached the 6th Circle, my mana quantity was on Blade Master level. When I tested my swordsmanship, I noticed that the color of the mana in my sword had transcended to a transparent blue light that wasn’t very intense, but was sharper than before. From it, I could tell that if I desired it, there was nothing in this world that I could not cut.
    

    
      ‘Alpaca or Altakas or whatever his name was, I kinda want to see his dirty mug.’
    

    
      I thought of the true master hidden on the continent, the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction. If Master were here, he would have sifted all over the continent looking for that man. Master Aidal reached the 8th Circle with white magic, but had no tolerance for black mages. If I were to bet on who was stronger, I’d bet on Master.
    

    
      “My liege…”
    

    
      Derval awakened me from my thoughts with a hesitant call.
    

    
      Turning my head, I met Derval’s cautious gaze.
    

    
      “We can spare one flight,” Derval began. “Even if you leave Denfors, we can hold out on our own for a little bit.”
    

    
      He knew that I needed to help the Bajran Empire. As he spoke, he watched carefully for my reaction.
    

    
      I grinned. As expected of Nerman’s invisible shadow lord, Derval could even see into the most obscure places, including my feelings.
    

    
      “It’s fine. The blood of Nerman’s knights won’t be required for the issue with Bajran.”
    

    
      “But…”
    

    
      Derval was tacitly asking me if it would be too difficult on my own, but he had no idea what kind of plan I was cooking up.
    

    
      ‘Shall we slowly get going now…?’
    

    
      The entirety of the inner castle was imbued with the strength of the Grade 1 magic crystal. I drew from its strength to complete a magic array. Now, I only needed the coordinates for the corresponding array, and the one and only long-distance Warp array on the continent would be ready.
    

    
      “I will handle it, so step up the pace on achieving Nerman’s stability!”
    

    
      “Yes, siiiir!”
    

    
      The admin knights shouted an energetic salute. I was sure that Nerman’s future days would be just as bright and lively as their cries.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “...He’s truly one fearless fellow.”
    

    
      Those words were uttered by Duke Hardaim, the hero of the Kerpe Kingdom, the nation currently besieging Fort Halberk. The Duke returned from a bout of fierce aerial fighting to find a letter delivered to him, sent by the Lord of Nerman, Kyre de Nerman. When he opened the letter, he found a rather impertinent message within: Kyre warned the kingdoms to turn the reins of their advance, saying that they had won enough.
    

    
      However, the current situation went well beyond what a mere lord of a county, not even a king, could do anything about. You could even say the war was unstoppable.
    

    
      The Bajran Empire hadn’t always been an empire. It had risen to its position as an empire by eliminating former kingdoms or swallowing the land of current ones. Such an empire had declined and fallen into a crisis. The world of national politics, where the stark law of the jungle reigned, was shifting feverishly right now. The Andain, Kerpe, and Kuvilan Kingdoms, as well as the Krantz Kingdom, which had just recovered its sovereignty, were infringing on the empire’s lands to their heart’s content, enjoying the spoils of war.
    

    
      Such a festival was frantically underway, but Kyre warned them to stop. Even Hardaim’s influence couldn’t make that happen. The king of the Kerpe Kingdom had ordered him to seize more land than any of the other kingdoms, as well as the Bajran Empire’s capital.
    

    
      ‘Kyre… I’m sorry. This is out of my hands.”
    

    
      The lion’s breath, the grand history Bajran had accumulated over the years, was not yet gone. Moreover, Hardaim knew that the young lion of the Bajran Imperial Family living in Nerman was different from the current idiotic tyrant on the throne. He knew that, but the Kerpe Kingdom could not turn away such a delicious profit, even if the “invincible” Lord of Nerman, Kyre, was involved.
    

    
      
        Riiiiiiiiiiiiip.
      
    

    
      Hardaim ripped up the letter Kyre had sent him without hesitation. It wouldn’t take long now. There was already a stark reduction in the number of wyverns belonging to Bajran lords flying to Fort Halberk. With a few days of full-scale offensive, the key fort, the neighboring territory, and the remaining Skyknights of the Empire’s 4th Eastern Corps would not be able to escape annihilation. Once Halberk fell, there would be no one between the Kingdom Coalition Army and the Bajran Empire’s capital.
    

    
      “Kyre, if you have the confidence, come try and stop me. Huhuhu…”
    

    
      Yesterday, they were allies, but today, they were enemies. Hardaim couldn’t forget Kyre’s blistering gaze. An electrifying desire to win, something only the strong could feel, blazed within the Duke.
    

    
      Hardaim wanted to meet Kyre. Not in an office, but on the battlefield, where they could fight with their lives on the line.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Tsk tsk. Requesting for reinforcements day in, day out…”
    

    
      In the office of the Bajran Empire’s emperor, sat Marquis Silveron, who had been appointed full authority by the Emperor. Tons of urgent reports bearing screams of crisis came flying in from all over the Empire, not just from the key forts where the fighting was fierce, but also from places struck by the guerilla kingdom forces that pervaded the Empire. With the kingdom’s dirty tactics, the lords who had been assisting the forts with their Skyknights grew passive. The moment they pulled Skyknights from their territories, leaving their homes unguarded, enemy troops flew in to set their families and properties ablaze. In order to protect their homes from such enemies, the lords defied the Emperor’s command.
    

    
      “I killed a few of them, but they still haven’t come to their senses.”
    

    
      Silveron dispatched Imperial Guards to execute several of the lords that defied the imperial mandate, but the flames of defiance did not abate. In fact, there were now people who openly defied the throne.
    

    
      “Those pests…”
    

    
      
        Rip, rip.
      
    

    
      Although Silveron was not the Emperor, he wielded the Emperor’s power. Sitting atop the Emperor’s seat of power, he ripped the reports into little pieces.
    

    
      “I heard the movements of Duke Garvit’s faction are suspicious. At this rate, the Empire could truly face destruction. Should I just coax the Emperor instead to negotiate a ceasefire with the kingdoms?”
    

    
      With danger on his doorstep, Silveron instinctively turned to scheming. In his mind, the defeat of the Empire was a done deal, and his thoughts were full of how he could retain the rest of the Empire’s land. Just the contested land on the front lines far exceeded the size of most kingdoms. On top of that, countless nobles had died, so there were plenty of territories lacking lords. Even if they arranged a ceasefire, Silveron himself would lose nothing.
    

    
      “Huhu… Come to think of it, playing emperor is pretty fun.”
    

    
      He was invoking the imperial power that was merely lent to him, but the nobles were helpless before one word of his. The taste of that power was the real thing. While Emperor Poltviran used headaches as an excuse to shut himself away in the inner castle, surrounded by concubines, all of the Empire’s matters were truly being carried out according to Silveron’s will. Although he couldn’t enjoy the imperial power properly because of the war, he was keenly experiencing what an emperor’s power was like.
    

    
      “Yes… And then…”
    

    
      Silveron smiled contentedly as he relished the evil imagination in his mind. The treasonous dream budding in his mind didn’t seem impossible. If he used the imperial power in his hands to win over the nobles, then enticed the kingdoms with some bait…
    

    
      Although the Empire was hanging by a thread, Silveron savored yet another dream, not realizing that this thought of his would bring sorrow to hundreds of thousands of the Bajran Empire’s people.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 169: Ever Heard of My Little Friend, the Warp Array?
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “What? Whaaat?!!”
    

    
      “H-How…”
    

    
      A barrage of shocked exclamations followed my words.
    

    
      “Do you mean those words in earnest right now?”
    

    
      “T-The distance from here to there is so far, how in the world will you cast Warp? That’s ridiculous…”
    

    
      Seeing me remain silent with a grin, they went wild.
    

    
      Unlike Countess Irene, who was standing there wordlessly with her arms crossed, the Bajran Imperial Knights were sputtering in disbelief. Hyneth was staying silent, having already gotten a promise out of me. Unlike her, Princess Igis didn’t know anything. She quietly called my name.
    

    
      “Count Kyre…”
    

    
      “Brother Kyre, is a long-distance Warp really possible? Wow! That sounds like so much fun!”
    

    
      Only the kiddo Razcion jumped up and down with excitement.
    

    
      “Count Kyre, were you being serious just now?” asked Irene. These days, she blushed just from seeing me, but right now, she was being serious. She was asking me this question as the head leader protecting the Bajran imperial line.
    

    
      “Princess Igis, you can’t believe me?”
    

    
      “...I do. If you say that it’s possible, Count Kyre, then it must be so.”
    

    
      Igis’ sky blue eyes were full of absolute trust, as if I were some kind of religious cult leader.
    

    
      ‘Of course you should believe me.’
    

    
      I wasn’t just some random stranger, but the person who would take responsibility for her for a lifetime, so it’d be a real problem if she couldn’t believe me.
    

    
      “Kyre, no, Lord of Nerman. Is it really possible? I didn’t think there were any upper-circle mages here…”
    

    
      Rothello, who was widely rumored to be visiting a tavern near Denfors in cahoots with Ryker these days, asked me once again, his eyes narrowed.
    

    
      “If you can’t believe my words, I won’t press the issue. I recommend you either cross through the war-embroiled Bajran Empire or return along the Litore Mountains… if you have an friendly truce with the Temir, that is.”
    

    
      Hearing my unswerving voice, everyone shut up.
    

    
      “Everyone must take their wyverns with them. Is that also possible?”
    

    
      As was befitting a leader, Irene pinpointed the core problem.
    

    
      “I’ll Warp the people first, then move the wyverns one by one. Also, you cannot take any airplates and wyvern armor with you.”
    

    
      I was confidently forging ahead, but my confidence didn’t extend to airplates and wyvern armor. There was a chance, as small as it was, that the magic crystals embedded in them could cause mana interference. If that happened, I couldn’t guarantee the safety of the Warp.
    

    
      “Tonight, when the moon has risen to the middle of the sky, please gather on the terrace in front of my room.”
    

    
      The magic array was ready to go, but I needed time to say my goodbyes.
    

    
      ‘I have to return quickly this time.’
    

    
      If one was going to help, it was wise to do it properly. I wasn’t a fan of doing things half-heartedly, where it couldn’t really be called “helping.”
    

    
      “Well then, I will see you all shortly.”
    

    
      I nodded to everyone inside the meeting room in my mansion, where Silence was constantly active, and left the room.
    

    
      They were the ones who had more to lose from playing it safe than me. It might be dangerous, but they would have no choice but to do as I commanded.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Please have a safe trip.”
    

    
      I traveled to the Elven Village to see Narmias, who didn’t know much about matters of the human world. When I told her, the woman who held a spot of constant remorse in my heart, that I had to leave the territory for a while, she responded with a smile.
    

    
      “Narmias.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      Her blue, mountain lake-like eyes grew round at my call.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      Narmias was always waiting for me, like the embrace of home. A word of thanks came welling out from the depths of my heart.
    

    
      “I am thankful to you as well. For loving such a flawed person as myself…”
    

    
      Narmias, who was always sincere and passionate before love, gazed at me warmly.
    

    
      ‘If you’re flawed, then what the hell am I?’
    

    
      Any man would want to experience a noble and pure love. But for me, someone who recognized himself as the world’s biggest playboy, her pure love was difficult to bear. However, because I was such a selfish man, I didn’t reject her love. In Korea, that would earn me stabs from every man out there, but here, me loving her wasn’t a crime. It was simply that such love was only a possibility for those who could protect it.
    

    
      Inside her quiet room, I lightly embraced Narmias. My airplate kept her warmth from reaching my heart, but the bluish silver hair that tickled my ear emanated the faint smell of spring.
    

    
      I filled my eyes, my ears, my senses, and my lips with her, and thought to myself that this foolish elven woman who loved me and me alone was a treasure that nothing in the world could replace.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “An oracle descended upon me.”
    

    
      ‘Eh? O-Oracle?!!’
    

    
      After bidding Narmias a short farewell, I headed to the Temple of Neran, where Aramis greeted me with the shocking news of an oracle. Her face was slightly stiff.
    

    
      ‘I’ve never heard about any oracles before, not even once. What kind of oracle came down all of a sudden? And looking at her expression, it must be pretty serious.’
    

    
      Not much could make Aramis look this stiff. Today was different.
    

    
      “I believe you need to be careful. The entire continent was covered by birds of shadow beating black wings, blood turned to rivers, the screams of humans rang and echoed, and bodies that lost their souls were wandering the lands.”
    

    
      Aramis described the oracle using abstract words that could have come from a mystery novel.
    

    
      “Was that all?” I cautiously asked Aramis, who was standing before me right now as a proxy of God.
    

    
      “Oracles are not clear. Like a dream, it is merely a brief reel of images that come and fade. And this oracle… had the most ominous images of any I have received in the past.”
    

    
      Even her voice was different from usual. Her pale face that looked as though it had seen a nightmare was slightly crumpled, as if she was thinking about the content of the oracle.
    

    
      ‘I can tell it’s serious just from the sound of it.’
    

    
      Even now, countless people are losing their fragile lives due to the aftermath of war. However, it sounded like the oracle was describing something else entirely. The mention of darkness particularly bothered me.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre… Please, please be careful.”
    

    
      Her voice returned to normal, as if she had woken from a dream. The eyes looking at me were filled with concern. This was Aramis, the saintess who boldly confessed that she loved me as much as God directly in front of God.
    

    
      “I’ll come back safely.”
    

    
      In any case, the future was not set in stone. I might live like every day was my last, but how could I not be careful? I wanted to live a long, long life with the people I loved, so being careful was a given. There was only one thing I could do and say to Aramis: a warm smile that said ‘trust me.’
    

    
      ‘There’s no way I can die. I made it this far to my paradise, so how could I die without even enjoying it?’
    

    
      I might have spent the night sharing a hot kiss with Princess Igis, but my chastity was still as intact as ever.
    

    
      For me, those birdbrains with black wings weren’t even a problem. Unless the gods were determined to kill me, I would run, run, and run. Just like how Forrest Gump ran from coast to coast, I wanted to run across the entire length of the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      I, the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, would run while advertising on loudspeaker that I was the luckiest man in the world.
      

    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      My ears picked up the sound of someone swallowing nervously.
    

    
      
        Whiiiirrrr.
      
    

    
      Captivating colors from various spells flowed out from the Warp array connected to the Grade 1 magic crystal.
    

    
      “Now then, I’ve kept you all waiting. From now on, I will teleport everyone to the homeland you have been longing for.”
    

    
      Since we also had to teleport the wyverns, the magic array was a good 10 meters in diameter. The enormous array struck fear into those unfamiliar with its intricacies, so I spoke jokingly in order to ease the taut nerves of my customers.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      However, not a single person laughed or responded. They simply stared at the colorful, massive teleportation circle with fearful eyes.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, why get cold feet now…’
    

    
      To be perfectly frank, this was an untested magic array. I had the coordinates of the corresponding teleportation circle in the Garvit Duchy, so it was theoretically perfect, but I had no time to check.
    

    
      “Everyone, just relax and step onto the magic array.”
    

    
      “W-We’re going first?”
    

    
      The Skyknights of the Bajran Imperial Guard feared nothing when they were aloft in the sky. But when I asked them to get onto the magic array, they were as tense as fresh recruits on their first day of boot camp. 
    

    
      “Of course. Or am I supposed to go first?”
    

    
      The Imperial Skyknights shut their mouths.
    

    
      “H-Hyung. The magic array is really huge.”
    

    
      Up until he saw the array, Razcion was all full of excitement. But now, faced with its overwhelming size, he didn’t hide that he was feeling intimidated.
    

    
      “Yeah, the bigger something is, the safer it is. Wyverns also have greater flying ability the bigger they are, right?”
    

    
      “I-I see.”
    

    
      Instead of giving me an affirmative response, Razcion didn’t seem to put much faith in my words. I could tell the others were feeling the same way from their expressions.
    

    
      “If we’re not here, it’s possible the wyverns will make a fuss. Will you be able to handle it?”
    

    
      Countess Irene looked at her big bird(?) while expressing her concern.
    

    
      “There’s no need to worry. We’ve got a trainer who specializes in that sort of thing here.”
    

    
      As I spoke, I glanced at Bebeto, who was already dozing off while sitting at the end of the big terrace. Which birdbrain would dare to make a fuss in front of Bebeto? If they didn’t want to end their short bird lives, that is.
    

    
      “Now, now, hurry and get on. After I teleport everyone over, I will teleport the wyverns within a fixed period of time, so don’t worry. Princess, please get on first.”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      Igis flinched at my words and slowly walked forward. From her delicate body, I could faintly feel a sense of fear she hadn’t shown even when getting chased out of the capital.
    

    
      Once the Princess took her place on the array, the Imperial Guard followed.
    

    
      “E-Elder Brother, you have to make sure it works.”
    

    
      ‘Huhu, of course. This brother of yours will take full responsibility,’ I thought. “Haha. Hyneth, see you soon.”
    

    
      “Yeah…” Hyneth, the girl whose sweet and cute face contrasted with her significantly taller body, nodded as she followed the Princess.
    

    
      ‘Shall we give this a whirl?’ I hadn’t sent anything as far as the duchy, but I did send some objects to a few coordinates near the castle, and I was able to confirm with 100% certainty that the magic array had worked. ‘If this doesn’t work…’
    

    
      I didn’t even want to think about it. If I made a mistake here, the death knell would ring over the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      “Relax. I read this in some book, but it’s said that in the past, whenever archmages used teleportation arrays like this, they cast a spell to ease their fear.”
    

    
      Many pairs of eyes honed in on my lips.
    

    
      “Everyone, holler with me. Cheeeeeese~!” I shouted, grinning wide.
    

    
      “Ch-ch…cheese…”
    

    
      “Cheeeeeeeeeeese.”
    

    
      I laughed inwardly as I watched the naive suckers saying “Cheese” with their stiff faces. This group picture really was full of awkward smiles.
    

    
      “Haha. Alright, see you on the other side! Warp!!!”
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      
        Flash! Whoooooooosh.
      
    

    
      When I pulled a fast one on them and chanted the spell very suddenly, a chorus of surprised exclamations rang out. But then, the spell’s blindingly bright light and an enormous amount of mana whirled from the array, and I closed my eyes.
    

    
      “...They’re gone.”
    

    
      A short while later, I opened my eyes, finding nobody on the array.
    

    
      “Who knows if they made it there safely.”
    

    
      I sent them off, but even I couldn’t be sure about the results of the long-distance Warp. It wasn’t so far that it would be like going from one end of the continent to the other, but it was still a huge distance spanning about two kingdoms.
    

    
      
        Kweh? Kugaaaaa.
      
    

    
      When their owners disappeared in a flash of light, the wyverns stared at the magic array in alarm. Because they couldn’t wear their armor, the wyverns were standing there as naked as they had come into the world. They stared at me and the magic array with deeply wary eyes.
    

    
      “Bebeto, line these guys up for me.”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto flapped his golden-striped black wings, bellowing energetically as if to deny that he had just been dozing off.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      The wyverns went from thinking about resisting to lowering their heads at Bebeto’s cry. In 21st century terms, Bebeto was like the school’s biggest bully.
    

    
      The wyverns voluntarily bowed down to him. So what did that make me, his owner?
    

    
      The true boss of the bullies, of course!
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      
        Reaper Scans
      
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “T-The magic circle is…”
    

    
      “F-From such a huge distance.”
    

    
      A lumikar had flown to the duchy from Hyneth, the Skyknight sent to protect the Princess and Prince. Shockingly, Hyneth requested the coordinates for the Garvit Duchy’s Warp array. She said that she needed the exact coordinates of none other than the fixed teleportation array, and absolutely no mistakes were permissible. In the same letter, Hyneth wrote that the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, would teleport the Princess and Prince with magic.
    

    
      Duke Garvit and the other northern nobles of the Bajran Empire were dubious about those words. They were holding a meeting late into the night when they received an urgent summons from a mage. He didn’t know where it was coming from, but he sensed the energy of magic set to the coordinates of the duchy’s teleportation circle. Upon hearing that, the shocked nobles found themselves glued to the area around the magic circle.
    

    
      Shortly afterwards, under everyone’s watchful eyes, the magic array began to exude a great deal of light. As if to prove that the teleportation distance was enormous, the flow of mana around the teleportation circle was intense. The mages and nobles, most of whom could use mana, closed their eyes to protect themselves from the light, which was as bright as the sun. 
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Their ears picked up several shocked exclamations, and the eyes of Duke Garvit and the other nobles flashed open.
    

    
      ".....!!!"
    

    
      Around 10 people were standing before their eyes. As if they had seen something bad before the teleportation, they were wearing strange expressions that were neither smiling nor crying.
    

    
      “I, Garvit, give my respectful greetings to His and Her Highness, the Princess and Prince!”
    

    
      Duke Garvit was the first to come to his senses and bow.
    

    
      “We respectfully greet His and Her Highness, the Princess and Prince!”
    

    
      “Saluuuute!”
    

    
      The nobles hastily lowered their heads, and the knights standing by next to the magic array shouted an energetic salute.
    

    
      “D-Duke Garvit…”
    

    
      “H-How can this be…”
    

    
      “F-Father.”
    

    
      Shocked voices came from the teleported party led by Princess Igis and the Prince. They trusted Count Kyre, but it was extremely difficult to believe long-distance teleportation magic was possible. And yet, it had really succeeded, and in stunning fashion, without a single hitch.
    

    
      “Thank you, everyone. In the name of me, Razcion, and the Imperial Family, I vow to never forget the way you believed in our lacking Imperial Family.”
    

    
      Igis quickly recovered her composure. She filled her heart with the sight of Duke Garvit and the many nobles who accepted the brand of traitors for their sakes.
    

    
      “It was something we naturally had to do. May you please retract your words.”
    

    
      The old Duke Garvit demonstrated the appearance of an exemplary loyal noble of the Empire to the Princess.
    

    
      “Please retract your words.”
    

    
      The nobles followed suit, bowing. It was a truly pleasant scene. Everyone felt their hearts growing warm seeing that loyalty was still alive and well in the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      Everyone was full of happiness, when suddenly, a Skyknight that had accompanied the Princess, Viscount Rothello, looked around with an alarmed mumble. His eyes conveyed that it wouldn’t be good if they were in a place like this.
    

    
      “Ah!” At that instant, a sharp cry came from Countess Irene, who never lost her composure. “Your Excellency, quickly throw everything in the area outside. We must hurry and make a path that leads outsi—"
    

    
      Before Countess Irene could finish, the teleportation array began to glow.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “O-Oh no…”
    

    
      And then, the faces of the Princess and the others who came from Nerman rapidly paled. It was marvelous that they had made the jump safely, but the space they were standing in was an underground chamber of the duchy’s castle. It wasn’t small, but you also couldn’t call it large.
    

    
      “NOO!!!!!!!”
    

    
      From someone’s mouth came a cry that sounded more like a scream.
    

    
      “R-Run!”
    

    
      Countess Irene hurriedly escorted the Princess and Prince off the magic array.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      As soon as they made it off the array, an object(?) of enormous size appeared on the array with a flash of light.
    

    
      “Uwah!”
    

    
      “Dodge!”
    

    
      The joy of reuniting with the Princess and Prince was short-lived. Everyone was busy scrambling away from the enormous thing that was taking up the magic array.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Okie dokie! Perfect.”
    

    
      The wyverns walked one at a time onto the array, just as Bebeto commanded. In order to prove that I wasn’t just making off with their wyverns, I deftly sent off a Black Wyvern after the Princess’ party.
    

    
      “Hrm, three times in a row is possible, huh.”
    

    
      There was a reason why people rode cars with powerful engines. The Grade 1 magic crystal didn’t run out of juice even after a long-distance Warp. While I was waiting a little, the magic crystal rapidly sucked in the atmospheric mana and returned to its usual state.
    

    
      “Seriously, the speed of Master’s mana charger array is the best.”
    

    
      Even a Grade 1 magic crystal couldn’t supply mana endlessly. Once all the mana in the crystal was discharged, you had to refill the crystal with mana again. Like a rechargeable battery, the magic crystal could only be used again after giving it time to charge.
    

    
      To deal with that constraint, the mana charger array was born. The mana charger could recharge the mana in a used magic crystal, which was capable of transforming atmospheric mana into usable mana. Unlike the mana charger array commonly used on the continent, Master’s patented array had a significantly faster charging speed. It was like the difference between a product from a top-tier major company and a fake sold on Amazon.
    

    
      “Owl no. 2! Straighten up already, or else!”
    

    
      After watching his fellow wyvern disappear, the wyvern that was next in line hunched fearfully on the magic array. I shouted at him like a military instructor.
    

    
      
        GUOOOO!
      
    

    
      Bebeto punctuated my words with a bellow of his own.
    

    
      ".....!!!"
    

    
      With that, the wyvern immediately folded his wings and sat on the array with flawlessly straight posture.
    

    
      ‘These brats are pretty damn cute, seriously.’
    

    
      These wyverns had a wingspan of 20 meters, but to me, they looked like incredibly cute puppies.
    

    
      “Owl no. 2, depart! Warp!”
    

    
      It was too boring to do this task all alone, so when I felt the Grade 1 magic circle in the inner castle reaching a full gauge, I immediately sent off the second wyvern while playing sergeant.
    

    
      
        Flash.
      
    

    
      With my chant came a powerful beam of light as the spell activated.
    

    
      Looking up, I saw that the stars and moon were smiling brightly upon me, not wavering at all despite the magic light.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 170: You’re All Dead if You Mess Around
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Mm!’
    

    
      After sending over all of the wyverns, I gazed at my faintly visible territory as I chanted the activation word. Unlike the others, I teleported at the same time as Bebeto. 
    

    
      The experience of spatial teleportation, something even 21st century technology could not achieve, felt rather foreign. It was difficult to describe, but it kind of felt like my whole body was instantly disassembled and scattered apart. It was a small price to pay for instant teleportation, but it was a pretty terrible feeling I didn’t really want to experience again.
    

    
      “AAAAH!”
    

    
      “A-Another one’s coming!!”
    

    
      “H-Hurry and knock down the wall!”
    

    
      
        Craaack! Booom. Kuaaaaaa! Kugaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      ‘What’s that sound?’
    

    
      When I got the physical feeling that the teleportation had succeeded without a problem and was about to open my eyes, I heard screams everywhere and the roar of a wall crashing down. I didn’t expect an extravagant welcome, but a reaction of this nature was beyond my expectation.
    

    
      “Kek!”
    

    
      However, the moment I recovered from the aftermath of the array and opened my eyes, I coughed.
    

    
      ‘What the helllll!!!’
    

    
      The area around the Garvit Duchy’s teleportation circle I had arrived on was an absolute, utter mess. Like some kind of inhumane poultry farm, the narrow underground space was crammed with wyverns and people, all of them screaming wildly, as well as musty air and dust.
    

    
      ‘D-Dammit.’
    

    
      That was when I realized what kind of mistake I made. I was only thinking about the teleportation array, but I completely ignored the size of the room the corresponding array was in. And this was the result.
    

    
      
        Ruuuuumble.
      
    

    
      I heard the crash of the wall crumbling down, and shortly afterwards, fresh air blew in.
    

    
      “Hurry and open up the wall some more!”
    

    
      
        Schwiiing. Boooooom.
      
    

    
      Even though they weren’t fighting, the knights were swinging Aura Blades, hacking away at the space leading outside.
    

    
      ‘No wonder it felt like it was going too well.’
    

    
      I recalled Aramis’ advice to be careful. Her concern was definitely merited, because things were going wrong from the very first step.
    

    
      “W-Welcome, Count Kyre.”
    

    
      Despite the chaos, a knight came to greet me. Although he welcomed me with his mouth, his eyes were full of resentment. I couldn’t meet his gaze at all.
    

    
      ‘Phew, if things had gone wrong, everyone would have become mush and died.’
    

    
      Considering it was a teleportation array existing in secret, the duchy’s array was rather large. The room it was in seemed to have been used up until recently as the family’s secret training hall, because various weapons were scattered to one side.
    

    
      “Where are the others?” I asked, avoiding the knight’s gaze.
    

    
      “They are all seeking shelter. Because we had to make a hole leading upwards so hastily…” the knight stopped, unable to bring himself to continue.
    

    
      ‘It’s like preparing a wonderful meal and dropping it on the way to the table…’
    

    
      If this had gone well, I could have been treated by all the nobles as a great mage, the savior of the Empire, but unfortunately, my dream faltered and tripped at the starting line.
    

    
      “If I wait around, it’ll take forever.”
    

    
      This was something I caused. Feeling bitter regret, I unsheathed my sword.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      My slight frustration lent an angry edge to my sword. Someone called my name, and the knights absorbed in their work tensed and frowned when they felt the powerful mana from my blade.
    

    
      “I just have to make a hole big enough for the wyverns to go out, correct?”
    

    
      “Y-Yes.”
    

    
      No matter how strong one’s mana was, it wasn’t possible to destroy a stone wall sturdily fixed in place in a short amount of time. Even now, the knights were chiseling away at the stone like woodcutters with their mana-imbued swords, but they had only managed to create a small hole. 
    

    
      “Everyone, step back.”
    

    
      I stepped forward with 200% confidence, something only the strong could show.
    

    
      “B-Blade Master!”
    

    
      “Oh…”
    

    
      In no time at all, the blue mana as vigorous as my confidence was glowing on my sword, giving off an aura only a Blade Master could produce.
    

    
      ‘You guys, I haven’t even done anything yet.’ To them, the Blade Master stage might be like a dream to them, but for me, it was all too ordinary. ‘Let me open up a proper door for you.’
    

    
      I faced the sliced up stone barring my path.
    

    
      “Hah!”
    

    
      With a powerful grunt, I plunged my sword into the stone wall.
    

    
      
        Crrk!
      
    

    
      My sword went deep into the stone, like a kitchen knife slicing through tofu.
    

    
      
        Crrrrrrrgggk.
      
    

    
      Drawing out my mana, I cut a big rectangle in the wall.
    

    
      ‘Explode!’
    

    
      As soon as I finished a rough outline, I filled the stone wall with my mana.
    

    
      “Hup!” I grunted again.
    

    
      
        BOOOOOOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      And with a thunderous roar, the wall exploded outwards.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Exclamations rang out all around me.
    

    
      
        Whoooooosh.
      
    

    
      A 5-meter wide passage leading outside was instantly formed. A refreshing wind blew into what could no longer be called an underground chamber.
    

    
      ‘Now I feel better.’
    

    
      If someone else cut up my castle like this, I would take up an axe and smash his head in, but thankfully, this wasn’t my castle, but Duke Garvit’s. I firmly suppressed the writhing of that thing called a ‘conscience’ in my heart.
    

    
      “Bebeto, come out.”
    

    
      Turning around, I looked past the knights staring at me in awe and called Bebeto. 
    

    
      I, the great Kyre, deigned to move my mighty feet for the sake of the Bajran Empire. They had to overlook a misstep of this degree as… a part of my charm.
    

    
      ‘I dare you to complain. If you do, I’ll immediately book it!’
    

    
      The coordinates to the magic array in Nerman was clearly engraved in my memory. I decided to leave right away if they harassed me for causing a little damage to the castle.
    

    
      Sometimes, it was necessary to sacrifice something small for the greater good. These people would have to be eternally grateful to this Santa Claus who came to deliver a present to the Bajran Empire, something far greater than one measly castle.
    

    
      ‘Cause I was an expensive S-class among S-classes, the Continent’s most handsome, ultra super awesome magic swordsman.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Good morning… Hahaha.”
    

    
      After causing a big fiasco very late at night, I was given accommodations. When I sliced open the hole and went above ground, the fatigued expressions of Igis and other nobles greeted me, which I promptly ignored in favor of asking for my lodgings. Then, I had a great rest in a guest room decorated with considerable care, and the next morning, I was escorted to the dining hall for breakfast.
    

    
      ‘What about it? Don’t look at me like that.’
    

    
      They should still be thankful that everyone was able to come here in one go without danger(?) thanks to me. It was a hundred times better than cutting through the dangerous Empire with the Princess and Prince in tow, wasn’t it?
    

    
      “Because of the situation yesterday, I wasn’t able to greet you properly. I wish to thank you once again for keeping the Princess and Prince safe all this time.”
    

    
      Duke Garvit was an old acquaintance. If not for him, I would have made a mess in the Imperial Palace during the Emperor’s birthday celebration. How could I possibly forget what he did for me back then?
    

    
      “Haha, I am undeserving of your kind words. I merely did what I should.”
    

    
      “Thank you for thinking of it like that. Please, sit.”
    

    
      I hadn’t known him long, but Duke Garvit was the most “noble” among the Bajran Empire nobles I’d met so far. With his lean frame, balding white hair, and short stature, his external appearance was exceedingly ordinary. However, the aura he gave off was anything but. His eyes were calm, giving off the impression of looking at a sturdy rock, and from his entire body, came a sense of authority that rivaled Emperor Havitron. It was the same energy that I felt from him when he yelled at the Imperial Knights blocking my way back home back in the Imperial Palace.
    

    
      “Please sit,” said Princess Igis after Duke Garvit and I finished our greetings. Her smile held traces of the fatigue from the mess last night, but despite her tiredness, she didn’t forget her consideration for me.
    

    
      “Sir Kyre, no, Count Kyre. Long time no see.”
    

    
      ‘Hrm? T-This voice is…’
    

    
      Quite a few people were seated at the long dining table. Even though it was morning, around 20 people who looked like nobles were sitting down, and among them came a familiar voice.
    

    
      ‘Urk. Hyneth’s dad was here, too.’
    

    
      It was the Berserker of House Petrin, the present family head, Count Kaldain. He faced me with his square jaw, big, bright eyes full of fire, thick eyebrows the color of charcoal, and thick lips set with obvious stubbornness. Count Kaldain, who bore a very un-nobleman-like nickname of Mad Dog, was grinning widely at me.
    

    
      “I hope you have been well. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”
    

    
      However, I wasn’t one to demean myself like in the past. Now, we held the same count rank, and my skills had also grown to the point where he could no longer compare. It was because he was the father of my cute little sister, Hyneth, that he was more than worthy to receive a respectful greeting from me.
    

    
      “I’ve heard plenty of rumors. Let’s have a brief meeting in the training hall after the meal.”
    

    
      “You took the words out of my mouth.”
    

    
      I wanted to fight the Master-level Count Kaldain once, too. Combat on the ground was a different beast from aerial battles on wyverns. I couldn’t wait.
    

    
      “Quickly take a seat. You’ve robbed us of our sleep, so I can hardly let you do the same to our morning meal.”
    

    
      Duke Garvit gestured to a chair, smiling broadly. I nodded and sat on the empty seat.
    

    
      ‘Oho, they sure know how to treat a person.’
    

    
      It was a seat of honor. Next to Igis and Razcion was the seat prepared for me. Since Duke Garvit was sitting on the other side of the table, I could tell what kind of treatment they were giving me.
    

    
      
        Zing zing.
      
    

    
      Of course, I couldn’t say there weren’t nobles without complaints. Several of the nobles sitting below Count Kaldain shot sideways glances at me.
    

    
      ‘No matter where you go, there are always people like them around.’
    

    
      Those nobles either never saw or felt my fist of love before. I intended on making it so they wouldn’t dare to cast such blatant looks at me again.
    

    
      When I sat down, the Duke lightly clapped his hands. The door to the kitchen connected to the dining hall opened, and maids wearing tidy uniforms began to stream out with the food.
    

    
      ‘Shall we give it a taste?’
    

    
      I was fully aware that there were many tasks other than the duel with Count Kaldain waiting for me after the meal. The Princess and Prince were obviously not called here to have a leisurely meal. Though I found it a bit heavy for breakfast, the table was set with a feast of dishes giving off a fragrance that whetted the appetite. However, there weren’t any nobles who boldly dug in. It seemed they were all filled with tension because there was undoubtedly a decisive battle with the Empire’s fate on the line ahead of them.
    

    
      “Oh! What a heavenly aroma.”
    

    
      Of course, that didn’t apply to me. Not giving a rat’s tail about whether the nobles frowned or not, I loudly exclaimed while bringing bread, soup, and other dishes to my lips.
    

    
      Right now, the only thing I needed to focus on was filling my belly with delicious and warm food.
      

    

    
      
        Claaaang! Cla-clang! Crackle.
      
    

    
      After breakfast, I used a little of my time to meet swords with Count Kaldain in the Duke’s personal training hall. We filled the hall with booms of impact so powerful that you could hardly call it the sound of steel on steel, and with the clashing blows, came a burst of mana sparks.
    

    
      ‘He’s quite something.’
    

    
      He didn’t earn the right to be called a Master by paying for it.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      After I parried away his storm of successive attacks with ease, Kaldain grunted as he came in with another swing.
    

    
      ‘This gentleman won’t quit until it’s over.’
    

    
      The man swinging his bloodthirsty sword at me didn’t know the meaning of moderation. He even diligently applied Mana Step as he mercilessly filled his sword with a Blade Master’s mana and thrust it towards my heart.
    

    
      “Hap!”
    

    
      With a light grunt, I followed the trajectory of Count Kaldain’s sword and swung my sword to meet it.
    

    
      
        Clang! Cla-claaaang! Cla-clang!
      
    

    
      After I repelled the sword coming for my heart, the Mad Dog didn’t back down and went down on me with a rain of attacks, going next for my arm, leg, and neck. In the past, I would have needed all my strength to face him, but now, I could parry the Mad Dog’s sword.
    

    
      
        Claaaaaang! Whumpf.
      
    

    
      Fiercely swinging his sword, which came rushing in like the vanguard of a blitzkrieg, Kaldain swiftly stepped about 10 meters back.
    

    
      “I see they weren’t empty rumors.”
    

    
      My mighty name had spread wide and far on the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      “Haha, sometimes, the rumors don’t do me justice.”
    

    
      I frequently locked up that thing called modesty in a safe and threw it into the Pacific Ocean.
    

    
      “Puhahahahahaha!! The strong certainly have the right to enjoy arrogance,” guffawed Kaldain.
    

    
      “I-I can’t believe his skills are that high.”
    

    
      “He blocked all of Count Kaldain’s blows.”
    

    
      I picked up the shocked mutters of the nobles and guard knights who came to watch after the meal.
    

    
      ‘Let’s end this with a bang, shall we?’
    

    
      I didn’t really want to hide my skills. In order to raise the young prince to the throne, we would have to secure victories against Poltviran and the kingdoms. It was necessary to make them gather around me as the center in a short period of time, and Count Kaldain, the Mad Dog, was the perfect way to achieve that.
    

    
      “The power behind your blows seems to have dulled, perhaps because you’ve aged. Don’t you have anything with a bit more oomph?”
    

    
      I jokingly pressured him to unleash his Master technique.
    

    
      “Just you wait. I was already preparing to unleash it.”
    

    
      
        Whirr.
      
    

    
      As if he activated his mana core right then and there, intense waves of mana formed around Count Kaldain.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      The onlookers also grew silent. Even people unfamiliar with the sword knew what the Master Count Kaldain was planning on unleashing.
    

    
      ‘Come!’
    

    
      I shed my leisurely attitude, tensing. I had experienced a Master’s secret technique once before, and it was that technique that led to the creation of my Ghost Meteor.
    

    
      “Snake Phantom!!!”
    

    
      Like before, Count Kaldain shouted the name of his sword art as he rapidly closed the distance.
    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-sch–sch-sch-schwing.
      
    

    
      A barrage of fierce illusory blades whistled through the air.
    

    
      ‘Seven!’
    

    
      He had also grown since I last saw him. The Count created seven sword illusions, dominating the hall with his sword art, and my insolence had put a particularly venomous edge on the swords. It was as if a venomous snake was baring its fangs at me without hesitation to kill me.
    

    
      ‘Ghost Meteor!’
    

    
      But I was fully prepared. My sword swung to meet the seven Blade Swords made by Count Kaldain.
    

    
      
        Schwing!
      
    

    
      My sword couldn’t make a sound as intense as the Count’s sword, but it rushed at the Count’s Blade Swords at the speed of light.
    

    
      
        Boom! Booooooooooooom!
      
    

    
      Unlike the sound of steel on steel, the explosion that burst out was like the roar of two fireballs colliding.
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      Seeing his Blade Swords crushed in an instant, the Count expressed his astonishment.
    

    
      
        Boom! Boom!
      
    

    
      With no time to be alarmed, he struggled to block the two Blade Swords hurtling towards him.
    

    
      ‘Now!’
    

    
      It was then that I saw an opening. His form revealed big openings that one should never show in a spar between Masters.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      My sword cut through the air with a flash of light.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      One sword and a short cry met my blow.
    

    
      “Holy…”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      The onlookers groaned unconsciously.
    

    
      “I-It’s my loss.”
    

    
      The moment I blocked his final technique, his defeat was already set in stone. My sword was trembling 5 cm away from Count Kaldain’s heart.
    

    
      ‘You’re all dead if you mess around.’
    

    
      I turned my head and glared at the nobles and knights staring blankly at us, which had them flinching and hurriedly averting their gazes.
    

    
      “Congratulations. I can hardly believe you rose to the Grand stage at your age…”
    

    
      The Count uttered a quiet congratulations. I didn’t bring out the entirety of my ability, but he realized my level.
    

    
      ‘I can’t say it’s thanks to my incredible Master.’
    

    
      My smarts and talents played a role, too, but all of this was thanks to the mana breathing technique Master taught me. Master’s secret technique was capable of gathering mana in the most brute-force way and the shortest amount of time. If all of my dantians hadn’t been developed, my rate of growth would never have been possible.
    

    
      “You have to join me soon, Count Kaldain.”
    

    
      “Indeed. I have to exchange swords with you again one day!”
    

    
      As was fitting for someone who lived with stubbornness and persistent dedication, Count Kaldain hadn’t given up on reaching the Grand Blade Master stage. He was truly a great man deserving of respect.
    

    
      “All of the nobles have been asked to gather in the conference hall.”
    

    
      A knight of the duchy relayed an order as soon as the short duel came to an end.
    

    
      ‘Since I’ve eaten a meal, I should pay for my keep.’
    

    
      The most useless kind of person in the world was someone who couldn’t earn his keep. I was treated to a grand breakfast, so it was only natural that I paid the price for it. I wasn’t the owner of the house, but my steps were sure and confident as I walked with Count Kaldain to the conference hall. Behind me, the nobles and knights followed timidly.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      From the wyvern hangars not far away, I heard Bebeto’s deafening roar. He took after his master, so there was no doubt he had put all the wyverns under his thumb.
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        Sch-sch-sch-schwip! Ba-ba-bam! Kuaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      “Block them! Block!”
    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-schwip! Baaaaam! Boooooom!
      
    

    
      At the castle of Marquis Pepeon, one of the important defensive points at the Bajran Empire’s western border, the remaining imperial forces that fled from the Krantz Kingdom and the Skyknights and soldiers of the Western Corps, which had been thinned by the surprise attack of the Kuviran Kingdom, put up a desperate, bloody defense.
    

    
      However, they had reached their limits. Not long after they were denied reinforcements from the Imperial Family, the local lords stopped sending reinforcements, and a few days ago, there were even nobles that deserted the battlefield.
    

    
      The Bajran army found itself helpless before the indiscriminate barrage of attacks by the kingdoms. The Krantz Kingdom had managed to keep a full force of Skyknights, and with the wyverns of the Kuviran Kingdom, they had around 600 total. All of them were in the air, blackening the sky and hurling Blessed Spears at the Bajran Skyknights, who numbered less than 100.
    

    
      That wasn’t all. Catapults were destroying the sturdy walls of the Marquis’ castle. Boulders with their range greatly enhanced by mages were hurtling mercilessly towards the walls.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaash!
      
    

    
      Under the concentrated fire of the catapults and the spears thrown by the Skyknights, the castle walls eventually reached the limits of their mana shields and were destroyed.
    

    
      “The wall has collapsed!”
    

    
      “Chaaarge!”
    

    
      “Seize the castle walls in one go!”
    

    
      “YEAAAAHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      The 100,000 soldiers of the two kingdom armies charged towards the castle with high-flying morale, paying no heed to the battle ensuing in the air above. The ground rumbled with their steps.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      The Bajran soldiers, who should be defending the walls, stood and watched the approaching enemies, unable to even think about shooting down arrows. The fierce siege had continued for over half a month. The exhausted soldiers wanted it to end now. They were already unable to muster anymore courage, beaten down by the cravenness of the nobles and the incompetence of the emperor they and the rest of the Empire had judged as a tyrant.
    

    
      “L-Let us retreat.”
    

    
      “If we stay here any longer, we will die miserable deaths.”
    

    
      The owner of the castle, Marquis Pepeon, had already fled two days ago under the pretext of seeking help from the Emperor. The people guarding the castle now were the commanding officers of the Imperial Western Corps and the nobles of the surrounding territories. But these men, who had resisted bravely for many days, quietly proposed fleeing when they saw the walls crumble and their wyvern numbers falling sharply.
    

    
      “What do you mean, leave. It’s already too late.”
    

    
      The proud Commander of the 2nd Imperial Army, Count Eroit, looked at the sky with a calm voice. They had disappeared without a trace. Not a single one of the empire wyverns resisting with the last of their blazing will up until moments ago could be seen. And with Bajran’s Skyknights gone, the wyverns of the two kingdoms fell into an orderly formation as they flew threateningly over the castle.
    

    
      “Argh… how could… our empire…”
    

    
      “Haah… If this place falls, the capital will be endangered.”
    

    
      The nobles that had stayed behind to fight still had a tiny bit of loyalty to the Empire. They sighed as they bitterly remarked on the Empire’s perilous future.
    

    
      “We’ve done all we could.”
    

    
      What could the commanding officers do when the soldiers had already lost their will to fight? There were still around 50,000 soldiers on the walls, but without the help of Skyknights, they were merely walking targets.
    

    
      “Brave soldiers, you have all done well!” Count Eroit used mana to shout from the fortified commander watchtower. “It’s over now. Put down your weapons. You can… stop now.”
    

    
      The meaning behind his words was clear. Wet tears welled in Count Eroit’s eyes as he shouted. The Empire could disappear, but there was no need to make the innocent soldiers die. Thanks to one terrible emperor, an empire that had enjoyed hundreds of years of prosperity was on the verge of collapsing like a house of cards. Those soldiers didn’t have the obligation to spill their blood for such an empire.
    

    
      “I recommend you prepare yourselves as well,” Count Eroit said, turning to the others in the watchtower.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Grief filled the faces of the remaining nobles and knights. Up until very recently, the kingdoms flinched and scrambled at a single sneeze of the Empire. But now, the Empire’s lands were being violated by the same kingdoms. They, the leaders, had nothing to say for themselves. The nobles knew that no matter how incompetent the emperor might be, the blame for the current disgrace was not his fault alone.
    

    
      “Let us endure humiliation for a little longer. His Excellency Duke Garvit… will definitely have wreak vengeance on them.”
    

    
      The battle was fierce, but the nobles knew of the movements of Duke Garvit and the northern nobles, who were trying to dethrone the tyrant and raise up the 2nd Prince.
    

    
      “We can only hope so. Bajran is far too beautiful a place to fall like this.”
    

    
      What kind of place had the Bajran Empire been until Emperor Poltviran took the throne? It was a place that managed the surrounding kingdoms not with strength, but with heart, and handled the people and nobles with stern national laws and imperial mandates. It was not a place that could be toppled by a momentary crisis.
    

    
      The shoots of their glorious Empire were swiftly budding not far from here.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “In the end, Pepeon Castle fell as well.”
    

    
      “...Now, there will be no forces that can block the kingdoms.”
    

    
      “It boggles the mind that even in such a crisis, the crown is focusing its remaining forces in the capital. Just what is the idiotic Emperor, no, the nobles, thinking?”
    

    
      After defeating Count Kaldain, I went into the duchy’s conference hall with a spring in my step. However, the mood in the hall plummeted to that of a funeral upon receiving the sudden news that Pepeon Castle had fallen.
    

    
      ‘Pepeon Castle’s less than a day away from here, isn’t it?’
    

    
      The place was neither far nor close, falling ambiguously in the middle. It also wasn’t very far removed from the capital, which was located at the branching of the Perkon River.
    

    
      “According to our intel, the Emperor has not stepped forward despite the urgency of the situation. He passed over all authority to that schemer Silveron and is staying in the Inner Court with his concubines all day.”
    

    
      “Goodness… Even so, to do that in such a crisis is…” murmured one of the Bajran northern nobles gathered in Duke Garvit’s castle.
    

    
      “Now, only Halberk must fall for ⅔ of the Imperial Army to be wiped out. To think that such precious forces will disappear in such a manner…”
    

    
      Mournful sighs came from all over the hall. Igis and Razcion, who were sitting at the head of the conference hall’s table, had long since become as rigid as stone. Poltviran might be an incompetent emperor, but he was still their older brother. I was sure that the rebuking voices of the nobles would leave an unforgettable scar on the Princess and Prince. However, I couldn’t help them. Because of the failure of their Imperial Family, the Empire was embittered in war. They had to pay the price for bearing the Bajran name.
    

    
      “Enough. No matter how incompetent the current emperor is, what kind of disloyal things are you saying in front of His and Her Highness the Prince and Princess!”
    

    
      Duke Garvit opened the eyes he’d been closing and shook the hall with his shout. The nobles carelessly flapping their gums instantly fell into silence.
    

    
      “It is alright. All faults have ties to the Imperial Family. We will take that blame.”
    

    
      ‘Kya, she really is an incredible woman.’
    

    
      If it were me, my fists would have gone flying as I berated the nobles for insolence, but Princess Igis faced them with tenacious patience.
    

    
      “No, Your Highness. How could all of this be the fault of the Imperial Family? Our sin in appointing the wrong emperor is not insignificant, either.”
    

    
      Wearing a complicated look, the old duke lamented the nobles’ sin.
    

    
      “May you please forgive the sin of your unfaithful servants.”
    

    
      “May you forgive us!”
    

    
      As expected of people who gathered to build a new empire, the nobles realized their own faults immediately, bowing as they asked for forgiveness.
    

    
      ‘That’s enough for the beautiful scenes,’ I thought wryly. The reason for this meeting was to have a progressive and future-oriented discussion regarding the Empire’s continuation. In the current situation, this level of remorse on past sins and apologizing to each other was more than sufficient.
    

    
      “Your Excellency, what must we do now?” I asked, dashing away the somber mood with my productive questions. “Do we rush over to oust Emperor Poltviran, who has locked himself up in the capital? Or should we deal a blistering blow to the kingdoms infringing on the Empire’s territory?”
    

    
      “That is the question we must answer. If Pepeon Castle hadn’t fallen, we could have advanced directly on the capital to dethrone the current emperor and raise His Highness Prince Razcion to the throne, but if the kingdom armies greedily turn their advance on us…” Duke Garvit trailed off.
    

    
      He didn’t need to spell it out. It could become a situation of going to rob someone’s house and getting robbed instead. It was an impossible situation where the Duke could do neither this nor that.
    

    
      “What do you think, Princess Igis?”
    

    
      “...It seems like a difficult problem to resolve.” Even the wise Igis had no answers to give.
    

    
      “We must punish the armies of the opposing kingdoms first!”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      Razcion had broken the tense silence with his determined voice. Due to his short height, only his head could be seen above the table.
    

    
      “Y-Your Highness… this is not a matter that cannot be easily decided,” said one of the nobles.
    

    
      “My idiotic older brother won’t last long if he’s left to his own devices, but who’s to take responsibility for this empire, which our ancestors built up brick by brick and the kingdom armies are destroying? And what should be done about the loyal soldiers and people who have always obeyed the Emperor’s command?” Razcion’s sharp voice cut through the hall. “I will take responsibility. Duke Garvit and the nobles here, please gather the soldiers right now, immediately.”
    

    
      ‘Ohh, impressive, kiddo!’
    

    
      I thought he was still too young, but Razcion gave the most clear-headed response to this impossible situation. He boldly declared that he, the emperor-to-be, would take responsibility and gave the nobles a command.
    

    
      “By thy Imperial Mandate!”
    

    
      The moment Razcion finished talking, Duke Garvit, who had been trembling with worry, bowed low as he received the imperial mandate.
    

    
      “By thy Imperial Mandate!”
    

    
      Having received their answer from Razcion’s ambitious words, all of the nobles bowed.
    

    
      ‘Okay. This will make it easy for me.’
    

    
      I could not take the lead here. I came to offer my help, but the decision had to be made by the people who would live here in the future. All I had to do was faithfully offer my help at the request of Bajran’s future master, Razcion.
    

    
      ‘Then the target is the kingdoms, correct?’
    

    
      I even sent them a letter to quit while they were ahead, but the kingdoms wanted to see this war to the end. I was also a human, but this was why I really hated humans. They didn’t know something as basic as the fact that excessive greed would invite trouble. There was no choice but for them to learn that with a practical lesson.
    

    
      “Well then, let us move straight into a strategy meeting. As His Highness the Prince ordered, we shall give the kingdom bastards infringing on the Empire a taste of hell.”
    

    
      I had to sort things out here quickly and return to Nerman, so I hurried the meeting along. There were still nooks and crannies I hadn’t inspected in my mansion in Nerman, which I found myself already missing.
      

    

    
      “Haha, it’s a total victory.”
    

    
      “I feel all refreshed inside, Your Highness.”
    

    
      The leaders of the Kuviran Kingdom and Krantz Kingdom were beaming, delighted that the Bajran Empire’s important castle, Pepeon, had been conquered faster than expected. What kind of nation was the Bajran Empire? Up until recently, it was a behemoth, the ruler of the northern Continent no kingdom could even dream of doing anything about. But that very Bajran Empire was now crumbling, and so severely that the existence of the Empire itself was being threatened all because of one rotten emperor.
    

    
      “Duke Setnion, we’re moving onto the next phase immediately.”
    

    
      Crown Prince Veyons would never forget how his father was forced to shamefully kill himself because of Emperor Poltviran’s threats and attack. No, he was now King Veyons of the Krantz Kingdom. He hadn’t been ceremonially crowned because of the hectic torrents of war, but he didn’t regret that at all.
    

    
      Ever since he was a child, he had dreamed the forbidden dream of invading the Empire. Now that it was finally happening, and Krantz was seizing more and more of the expansive land, his greed was growing by leaps and bounds.
    

    
      “I believe we will need to briefly garrison the soldiers here.” Duke Setnion, who had been sent by the Kuviran Kingdom to coordinate their allied forces, proposed putting on the brakes to their advance.
    

    
      “Garrison? What do you mean by that? Our current forces alone are more than enough to topple the Empire’s capital city, is it not? Since we have already started this war, we may as well dig out the Empire’s roots.”
    

    
      Veyons would have liked to fight with the forces of the Krantz Kingdom alone, but those were merely idle wishes. Their side lost around 70 wyverns in the battle for Pepeon Castle. The Empire had lost several times their number in wyverns, so it wasn’t a losing bargain, but it made a big difference. It was said that the Imperial Capital still had hundreds of wyverns and Skyknights. That was nothing compared to the past, but it was still a force that could not be underestimated.
    

    
      “Your Highness, to be honest, today’s victory was not won because the Coalition Army is overwhelmingly powerful.”
    

    
      Unlike Veyons, who had grown slightly impatient with excitement, Duke Setnion was a seasoned veteran. Year after year, the Temir and an enormous number of monsters crossed the Litore Mountains and attacked the Kuviran Kingdom. To those enemies of the kingdom, he was known as the Grim Reaper. As one of the only two Blade Masters in the Kuviran Kingdom, he possessed the rank of duke. Even King Adpairon could not be careless with him.
    

    
      “I am sure Your Highness is also aware, but Bajran is not a nation that will fall so easily. Even when a noble meets disaster, he will leave behind enough wealth for three generations to live comfortably. The same saying applies, but instead of being a regular noble, Bajran is an empire. This result has come about because their central leadership has not been able to function properly because of Poltviran the Tyrant, but an empire is not an empire in vain.”
    

    
      Ever since he was a kid, Setnion had experienced the true strength of the Bajran Empire down to the marrow of his bones. If the Emperor were to come to his senses and take proper control of the nobles, the Kingdom Coalition would have difficult days ahead. If an enormous number of Bajran Skyknights had not perished in the early days of the war, the victory at Pepeon Castle would have never been possible.
    

    
      “But according to our intel, there are not many knights who are willing to raise their swords for the Emperor, no? The situation where the soldiers surrendered at Pepeon Castle will repeat itself in the capital.”
    

    
      He held the rank of a nation’s king, but Veyons couldn’t take Duke Setnion’s words lightly. He was a Blade Master, a skilled talent that the Krantz Kingdom lacked, and the Duke was well-acquainted with the ways of war. His thoughts were on a different level from Veyons.
    

    
      “What would Your Highness do if we met an unforeseen ambush while leading the soldiers deep into enemy territory?”
    

    
      “An unforeseen ambush?”
    

    
      “Yes. What are we to do if we were to meet an ambush even the Coalition Army cannot withstand?” Setnion continued asking questions, as if educating a young child.
    

    
      “But there are no forces in the Empire that can do anything about the Coalition Army, no? There are only the troops in the capital and the ones facing the Andain and Kerpe Coalition Army at Fort Halberk.”
    

    
      Even as Veyons explained what he knew, he wanted to jump onto his wyvern and set off at once. His young heart was blazing with the desire to be the first to sink a blade into the heart of the Bajran Empire.
    

    
      “The movements of the Empire’s northern nobles have been suspicious. It is reported that they have already gathered at least 500 Skyknights and 100,000 elite troops, all at the castle of Duke Garvit, the most dangerous man in the Bajran Empire.”
    

    
      “Ah! D-Duke Garvit…”
    

    
      Veyons had momentarily forgotten that man. He was one of the Four Pillars of the Bajran Empire, and the one to be most cautious of. Veyons’ father, King Vekadrian, once said that as long as Duke Garvit drew breath, the Empire would be able to survive any disaster.
    

    
      “For now, we should garrison the soldiers here while seeing how the battle for Fort Halberk goes. If the fort falls, the Andain and Kerpe Coalition Army will advance on the capital. Even if we make a move then, it won’t be too late.”
    

    
      His many years of experience were ringing alarm bells in his head, warning that the dragon writhing in the North, Garvit, would soon act.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “A total of 525 Skyknights have been convened in the name of His Highness. In addition to that, we have gathered 45 nobles of the North and around 120,000 soldiers.”
    

    
      A diamond on a dunghill was still a diamond. War between Bajran and the kingdoms was raging all over the Empire, but the forces under Duke Garvit still exceeded Nerman’s numbers. Those men did not assemble out of trust for Razcion. To me, it looked like they gathered because they trusted Garvit, the skinny but powerful man in front of me.
    

    
      “What is the scale of the kingdom army amassed at Pepeon Castle?”
    

    
      We transitioned directly into discussing the subjugation of the kingdoms, and I implicitly became the central driving force of the meeting. I began to ask the Duke about the things I wanted to know.
    

    
      “Krantz and Kuviran had over 700 wyverns at first, but because of the battle, their numbers were reduced to around 600. They also have approximately 100,000 cavalry and infantry with them.”
    

    
      I was the one who asked, but because Igis and the kiddo were sitting at the head of the conference hall’s table, Duke Garvit spoke respectfully. As I thought, he was well-informed about the kingdom army.
    

    
      “They won’t have any reinforcements, correct?”
    

    
      “Of course. The Krantz Kingdom was occupied until recently by the Empire, so we can say that the entirety of their forces are at Pepeon. Also, the Kuviran Kingdom is constantly under threat by monsters and the Temir, so they only have emergency troops left in the kingdom. Their current army is already the greatest force the two kingdoms can muster.”
    

    
      ‘They really went all in.’
    

    
      They were like wolves that came rushing in to kill an all-powerful lion that had grown sick and lost its claws. I could tell they were going all out.
    

    
      “600 wyverns… If we are not able to achieve a decisive victory, it’s possible that we might not be able to maintain enough forces to reclaim the capital afterwards.”
    

    
      The smart Igis expressed her worries about what would happen after subjugating the kingdoms. The kingdoms were problematic, but the truly urgent matter was dragging the crazy Poltviran off the throne. We were following the judgement of the next emperor, Razcion, but I was sure the people here were itching to see Poltviran gone.
    

    
      “According to the information being sent by our agents, the kingdom invaders that took Pepeon Castle are garrisoning there for maintenance. I believe they are being mindful of us and keeping an eye on the situation at Fort Halberk.”
    

    
      Duke Garvit gave an explanation of the enemy situation that everyone could agree on, even though it wasn’t confirmed. He wasn’t a duke of an empire for show.
    

    
      “It won’t be an easy battle.”
    

    
      Getting to Pepeon Castle from here would take one day on wyverns. The distance would definitely play a role in our victory or defeat.
    

    
      “Duke Setnion of the Kuviran Kingdom isn’t someone to be underestimated. He is more skilled in stratagem than me.”
    

    
      Garvit knew how to acknowledge an enemy’s strengths. He was very wary of the duke from Kuviran, someone I’d never met.
    

    
      “Let us attack right away.”
    

    
      A strategy meeting where we only exercised our mouths was unnecessary. Nothing would come out of sitting for days while talking about the enemy and their forces. In the end, we would have to face them on the battlefield and win with our strength.
    

    
      “You have quite the confidence.” Unlike the nobles that looked at me with displeasure when I suggested attacking immediately, Duke Garvit gave me an inscrutable look.
    

    
      Instead of responding, I flashed him a grin. Action speaks louder than words. What use was there in droning on for days?
    

    
      “Count Kyre, does this situation look like a joke to you? One hasty action could seal the Empire’s fate!”
    

    
      “You are someone with no interest in your own empire’s fate, are you?!”
    

    
      At my smile, the nobles snarled their complaints, as if they could no longer hold back. It seemed they had forgotten the skills they had seen from me in the spar with Count Kaldain.
    

    
      “Do I look as if I am joking right now?”
    

    
      If this were Nerman, no one would have bickered at me like this but unfortunately, I was met with nobles picking a fight immediately after leaving my domain.
    

    
      “Then what are the words you just said, if not a joke? This is no child’s game, yet you say we attack immediately even though the strategy meeting hasn’t even ended. Is that not ridiculous to you?!”
    

    
      “Then you tell me. Try coming up with a plan that can repel the enemies right in front of our noses while sitting on your asses. If you can really come up with a strategy that impresses me, I will become your servant.”
    

    
      The noble in his mid-thirties whose name I didn’t even know went purple with rage at my barbed words. I was curious as to what kind of great talent he had that he could end a war with his mouth alone.
    

    
      “T-That’s…” he stammered, coming up with no response.
    

    
      “Does anyone else have any complaints to voice?”
    

    
      I turned my smiling face towards the nobles, looking at each person in turn. However, they took great pains to avoid my gaze.
    

    
      ‘Cute little brats.’
    

    
      We were all nobles, but how could nobles from an empire falling into ruin be on the same level as me, someone who had as much authority as a king in Nerman? Moreover, I went out of my way to help the Empire despite being busy. I didn’t expect them to follow me around chirping “master, master,” but people who shot down my proposals weren’t necessary. No matter how you looked at it, this situation was hopeless without me, so they just had to trust and follow me.
    

    
      “Princess Igis, Your Highness Prince Razcion, Your Excellency Duke Garvit, and the other nobles here. I will take the vanguard. Please trust me and provide me with around 300 Skyknights who do not fear death. I will, without fail, return after defeating the kingdom armies.” With a voice full of confidence, I asked for the position of Commander.
    

    
      “I permit it.” Nodding, the young Prince sent me a look of admiration and trust.
    

    
      Igis also uttered words of consent. “Please do as Count Kyre says.”
    

    
      “I permit it as well. I ask that you exert yourself once to achieve a glorious victory for this empire,” said Duke Garvit, nodding with a broad smile.
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      Completely cowed by me, the nobles just stayed silent while sneaking glances at me.
    

    
      ‘For men, your guts sure are tiny.’
    

    
      No one was brave enough to blatantly raise an opposition because they disliked me.
    

    
      “Then like I just said, we will sortie immediately. Please make preparations at once.”
    

    
      To me, time was directly linked to Nerman’s safety, so I ordered an immediate attack.
    

    
      ‘Wait for me, Poltviran. You’re next.’
    

    
      No matter how sound a company or country was, if you picked the wrong leader, it only took one bad turn for the finances or treasury to be depleted. Poltviran brought the Bajran Empire to ruin in less than a year. I had to get rid of him for Igis and Razcion’s sake.
    

    
      I didn’t doubt for a moment that Poltviran, that complete waste of food, was still lost in denial, doing his best(?) in the Inner Court with his concubines.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 172: An Uncomfortable Truth
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “A treaty?”
    

    
      Fort Halberk, the key strategic bastion in the East, seemed time and time again that it would fall, but continued to endure. Unlike the other castles in the vicinity, it was prepared for aerial combat, and protected by a great defensive magic array of the highest level. The number of Bajran wyverns had sharply declined, but the battle wasn’t over yet.
    

    
      At the core of that offensive was Duke Hardaim of the Kerpe Kingdom. He was holding a secret letter that had come from the Bajran Imperial Family.
    

    
      “Puhahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      After reading the first word on the letter and then the rest of the letter, Duke Hardaim broke out in a guffaw so loud that the tent seemed to shake.
    

    
      “Crazy bastards…”
    

    
      But his laughter faded as quickly as it came. He cursed under his breath, disgusted by the ridiculous words of his enemies. This letter, written so they could save their own skins, was a stain on the long-standing prestige of the Empire. As someone born with the innate character of a knight, Duke Hardaim shook his head at the futile tricks of the fat pigs residing in the Bajran Imperial Capital. The situation was so dire that it might already be too late even if the entire Empire joined forces to overcome their crisis, yet this earnest letter offered to respect the current front lines as new national borders in exchange for ending the war. To Hardaim’s shock, it was stamped with the seal of the Bajran Empire’s Emperor.
    

    
      “It’s a shame, but I think this proposal won’t be necessary.”
    

    
      According to the urgent report that had just come in, the core of the Empire’s western defense, Pepeon Castle, was captured by the Kingdom Coalition. And in a few days, once the contents of this letter made its rounds, Fort Halberk would definitely crumble from the inside.
    

    
      “Huhu. I’ll use it well.”
    

    
      Holding the Empire’s treaty proposal, Hardaim smiled darkly. He planned on reading this letter to captured Bajran nobles. Then, he would release them.
    

    
      This war was one their emperor had given up on.
    

    
      Hardaim planned on pouring cold water over the nobles who still had loyalty to the Empire and still had a will to resist.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Where is this place…?”
    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    
      A party of 20 Imperial Knights with the symbol of the Laviter Imperial Family, the Gold Wyvern, emblazoned over their hearts on their armor murmured fearfully. They had received a sudden imperial mandate and were given an important duty, one that required them to use the teleport array that was only used when members of the Imperial Family were in great danger. Once they teleported, they found themselves in a fairly large underground space dimly lit by ominous red magic lamps.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      Someone gulped nervously. An imperial mandate was something they should obey at the cost of their lives, but the current situation was enough to strike fear into the Imperial Knights, as powerful and loyal as they were.
    

    
      “Maintain formation. According to the command of His Majesty the Emperor, there will be someone who will give us further orders here.”
    

    
      The head of the 15th Order of the Imperial Guard gave a command to the agitated knights he led. He didn’t know what was going on, but recently, several groups of Imperial Knights had been sent on similar missions. He obeyed the Emperor’s command without suspicion.
    

    
      As they stood in the underground chamber in a two row formation, the Imperial Knights heard light footsteps approaching them.
    

    
      “Are you the knights of His Majesty?”
    

    
      A man emerged from one area of the underground chamber, cast by the hazy red light. It was dark, so he couldn’t be clearly seen, but he was wearing a dark grey or black robe.
    

    
      “Yes, we are,” briskly responded the head of the knights.
    

    
      The Emperor had always been secretive and cryptic. The Imperial Knights were molded to fit the tastes of the Emperor, who only wanted absolute loyalty, but they were all inwardly curious as to what the Emperor’s command might be.
    

    
      “Huhuhu. Rejoice. His Majesty the Emperor has decided to grant you immortal bodies free of death and power none can withstand. Offer your loyalty to him with all your souls!”
    

    
      With a cackle that made every hair on their bodies stand on end, the man didn’t come any closer and spoke of unbelievable things like immortal bodies and powerful strength.
    

    
      “Atilaion balametus haitagaon…”
    

    
      Standing about 40 meters away, the robed man began to chant an incomprehensible incantation with his ominous voice.
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      Unable to move because it was the Emperor’s command, the knights stared with wide eyes, filled with a bad feeling they could not understand.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaash!
      
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Aahh!”
    

    
      At that moment, a strong red light came surging up from the knights’ feet. Shockingly, an unknown magic circle had activated underneath them, giving off a wicked crimson light.
    

    
      “W-What is this?!”
    

    
      The head knight shouted, alarmed that his body was frozen in place by some invisible power the moment he was covered by the red light.
    

    
      “Huhuhu. The price for immortality cannot be denied. To pay that price, your souls will be extracted from your bodies. And then, you will be made into glorious Death Knights that shall protect the army of darkness!”
    

    
      “D-Death Kni—Kuaaaaaaaghhh!”
    

    
      “Gaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaghhh!”
    

    
      “Aaaaaaghghhhhhhhhhhh!”
    

    
      The head knight was stuttering in shock, when a head-splitting agony overcame the Imperial Knights. However, because of the barrier, they could not move their bodies. Instead, the incredible pain made the veins all over their bodies snap, and red blood seeped from their eyes, ears, noses, and mouths.
    

    
      “The pain will be momentary. When you wake up, you will live as Death Knights that will never die. Kuhahahahaha!”
    

    
      Because they were instructed by the Emperor, the Imperial Knights and nobles of the Laviter Empire unsuspectingly teleported themselves one after another to the Shining Magic Tower. As soon as they arrived, they were reborn through black magic as Death Knights, excellent servants that would stand at the vanguard of the mighty Empire of Darkness that would descend upon the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Swoooooooooooosh!
      
    

    
      The Bajran Empire’s Western Plains was extremely unfamiliar to me.
    

    
      Unlike Nerman, which was mostly made up of low plains, fairly tall mountains and hills were poking out among Western Plains. As I flew over them on Bebeto’s back, I drew deep breaths of  the wind bearing the same scent of spring as Nerman.
    

    
      ‘It sure is big, though.’
    

    
      Nerman could hardly compare to the Empire’s expansive lands, which I was crossing over with the 300 wyverns I left Duke Garvit’s castle with.
    

    
      ‘The news must have reached them by now.’
    

    
      Some time after we ate lunch at the castle of some viscount falling under Duke Garvit’s influence and went aloft again, we encountered a flight of kingdom Skyknights on patrol. Of course, we didn’t fight them. As soon as they spotted us, they turned tail and fled westward, and I was even able to see a messenger lumikar flying away from one of the wyverns.
    

    
      It was just as I wanted. Sounding the alarm to the kingdoms was our primary objective anyway. I wanted them to be in perfect formation, ready to meet us. Since I was going to destroy them anyway, I wanted to squash them neatly in one fell swoop.
    

    
      “The weather’s great!”
    

    
      The touch of spring was palpable in the air. The blue expanse, free of a single cloud, was as captivating as a cold autumn day.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “A-A massive imperial wyvern flight is heading this way?!”
    

    
      “Yes. We just received word from the wyvern flight patrolling the North, where Duke Garvit is located.”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      “B-But why would they move now, when they’ve been still all this time?”
    

    
      Upon hearing that the army of Duke Garvit in the Bajran North was coming to attack, just as Duke Setnion had worried, Veyons’ face turned pale.
    

    
      “What do they number?”
    

    
      “It was written that they are approximately 300 in number.”
    

    
      “300?” repeated Duke Setnion, stunned by the reporting adjutant’s words.
    

    
      Veyons also looked puzzled. “300? What do they intend on doing with just that?”
    

    
      This was Empire territory. There were definitely spies active in various places, and the Kingdom Coalition’s forces must have been exposed through them. However, Duke Garvit sortied an offensive that wasn’t even half their number.
    

    
      “It’s suspicious. With just that many wyverns, even Duke Garvit wouldn’t be able to win,” murmured Duke Setnion, thinking hard.
    

    
      “What are you worried about? Duke Garvit only sortied that many wyverns because that’s all he has. Let us go to counter them at once. Our kingdom Skyknights are in high spirits and will send them to hell!”
    

    
      As a product of his youth, Veyons had courage to spare and pressed for a sortie. In contrast, Setnion was deeply immersed in thought, his eyes tightly closed. As he continued to think, his brows slowly furrowed.
    

    
      

    

    
      “The Tove Kingdom Army has just crossed over the border!”
    

    
      “W-What, they really dared…!?”
    

    
      The Onsk Kingdom was located in the southwestern region of the Kallian Continent. The Southwest was not adjacent to the Laviter, Bajran, or Opern Empires and was a gathering of smaller kingdoms that had been peaceful for many years. The Kerpe Kingdom could be called the strongest among them, but Kerpe did not warmonger for territory because they had to be conscious of Bajran, and the next strongest kingdom, Tove, did not reveal its ambitions. In addition, most of the kingdoms arranged political marriages with the goal of avoiding war, so the royals were largely related to each other.
    

    
      However, a disaster occurred in that peaceful southwestern region. While the kingdoms surrounding Bajran were busy investing their military power in the invasion of the Empire, the Onsk Kingdom, which was waiting with bated breath to see what changes would sweep the Continent, was invaded by the Tove Kingdom.
    

    
      Thanks to the frequent appearance of monsters from the Kobionne Mountains, the Tove Kingdom Army was rumored to be made up of elites. They would be a difficult foe for the Onsk Kingdom, a nation that had lived without many worries to speak of.
    

    
      “Send an envoy to the Kerpe Kingdom at once, saying that Tove has dared to invade, ignoring the alliance our kingdom has with the Kerpe Kingdom! Dispatch envoys to the Dapis and Gapitz Kingdoms as well! We shall use this opportunity to correct Tove’s poor manners!”
    

    
      The King of Onsk did not hold much military power, but he was in-laws with the Kerpe Kingdom. He shouted loudly in the palace, ordering the dispatch of envoys, completely unaware of one key fact.
    

    
      Except for the Dapis Kingdom, the weakest among the kingdoms, the Gapitz and Kerpe Kingdoms had already made a secret treaty with the Tove Kingdom.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Nice!’
    

    
      I could have brought all of the wyverns gathered in the Garvit Duchy. However, I reduced our offensive to 300 in order to deal a painful strike after showing a weak appearance. And just as I hoped, the kingdom wyverns took my bait and appeared in great numbers ahead of us.
    

    
      ‘Fucking around when you’ve only got 600 wyverns? Heh.’
    

    
      I was someone who had fought enemy wyverns in the hundreds every time Nerman was attacked, and more than once. From what I heard, the Kingdom Coalition wyverns didn’t have any upper-circle mages or summoners. To me, they just looked like young elementary school students with only numbers going for them.
    

    
      ‘Here’s a real taste of fire!’
    

    
      I decided to show them everything I had, like a barely revealing 19+ erotic video that had all men burning on the inside.
    

    
      ‘Too bad I don’t have the beastmen.’
    

    
      The beastmen always took the lead whenever we charged. As I cast an eye over the Bajran Skyknights following hundreds of meters behind me, I missed my subordinates.
    

    
      “Bebeto, charge!”
    

    
      The moment the enemies failed to realize who I was, our victory was already decided. Even Skyknights from empires pissed themselves when they heard my name, yet the birdbrains and their masters ahead were fearlessly flying towards me in attack formation.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      No matter how many times I heard it, Bebeto’s thunderous bellow was as loud as ever.
    

    
      
        Swooooooooosh!
      
    

    
      At my urging, Bebeto surged forward at a blistering speed, like pressing the accelerator on a sports car.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Before I knew it, there was a Blessed Spear in my hand. Since I didn’t have a mana staff, right now, this Blessed Spear would be used as a staff.
    

    
      It was time for 7th Circle magic, powered by the almost 8th Circle mana quantity rousing in my mana core, to awaken from its slumber.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘What the hell is that person doing?’
    

    
      Duke Garvit and the northern nobles that had maintained their silence even as the Empire was invaded were finally on the move. That was what Duke Setnion had expected, so the Coalition sortied immediately to respond, but he felt uncomfortable the entire time. The sight of the massive hybrid wyvern springing forward from the imperial troops without a hint of fear set Setnion’s nerves on edge.
    

    
      Standing at the vanguard was an honor, but it came with the potential danger of being the first to die, so it was not a position just any random person could take. But the wyvern surging forward was simply charging towards them as if evasive maneuvers were never a consideration. The distance between them was only 3 km—yet it had continued to charge forward into spear hurling distance in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      ‘A black wyvern with golden stripes?’
    

    
      Setnion examined the charging foe with the mana scope in his helmet. The moment he saw the enemy bravely riding a hybrid wyvern that no knight on the Continent would use, it was as if he was plunged into a tank of cold water.
    

    
      There was a legend emerging on the Continent, one that Duke Setnion knew as well. A thought flashed through his mind. The Lord of Nerman, the man who used an egg to break the boulder that was the laviter empire, was said to ride a hybrid wyvern like the one he was seeing.
    

    
      ‘T-That, that can’t be…’
    

    
      However, he could not bear to think that he might be here. Setnion held an important position in the kingdom, so he had a good grasp on most of Kallian’s political landscape. He was especially familiar with the recent news regarding the man protecting the exiled imperial royalty of Bajran, the person waging bloody battles against the Laviter Empire: the Lord of Nerman, Kyre. The same lord who could never appear here, considering the situation Nerman was in, as well as the distance and time constraints.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      But as the distance shrank more and more, the uncomfortable truth he didn’t want to believe became clear.
    

    
      “Kyre!”
    

    
      That man’s name fell from his lips.
    

    
      ‘Oh no!’
    

    
      As Kyre’s came to mind, danger bells simultaneously clamored in his head. The man named Kyre was an upper-circle mage, a summoner, and a Blade Master all at once, a man with monstrous fighting ability.
    

    
      “A-All forces, engage in evasive maneuvers!”
    

    
      A roar full of mana exploded from the Duke as his wyvern flew in the center of the formation. 
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      But before the Duke could finish his shout, there was a flash, followed by a blinding light.
    

    
      ‘Oh! Gods above!’
    

    
      The moment he saw that light, Setnion closed his eyes and sought the gods. 
    

    
      He finally knew. He knew what, or who, his instincts, the same instincts that had protected him for many decades, had been warning him about.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 173: The True Victor
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Greater Air Boom!”
    

    
      I cast a 7th Circle offensive spell that I created for aerial combat.
    

    
      Despite being a 7th Circle spell, the incantation wasn’t very difficult. I densely compacted the mana density of the 4th Circle spell Air Boom to maximize its destructive power.
    

    
      This was the moment marking this new 7th Circle spell’s worldwide debut. Having absorbed its fill of mana, the magic shot off, leaving a trail of blue light.
    

    
      “Air Shield!”
    

    
      We were about 2 km away from the enemies. Since I hadn’t had a chance to determine the exact performance of Greater Air Boom, I cast an Air Shield around Bebeto that could simultaneously offer physical defense and block air waves.
    

    
      ‘It’s exploding!!!’
    

    
      As expected of 7th Circle magic, Greater Air Boom absorbed a great deal of atmospheric mana as it flew at a speed slightly slower than a spear. Then, it reached the place directed by my will.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      At first, there was no sound. Like a pouch of light bursting apart, blue kernels of mana scattered into innumerable fragments and spread.
    

    
      
        Boom!
      
    

    
      There was only a small boom to begin with.
    

    
      ‘Hrm?’
    

    
      It was so quiet that I started to wonder if something had gone wrong with the mana or the incantation. I watched the spell radius with eyes of alarm.
    

    
      
        BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM! BOOOOOOOOOOOOM! Ruuuuuuuumble! BOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      ‘Gahh!’
    

    
      However, I need not have worried. Explosive booms with the auditory impact of hundreds of lightning bolts striking in one concentrated spot rocked the air.
    

    
      “A-Air Shield! Silence!”
    

    
      The massive explosions even rattled my eardrums. I hastily cast Air Shield and Silence simultaneously around me.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      
        Boooooooooooooom! Boooooooooooooom!
      
    

    
      With Silence and a doubled Air Shield, the explosions were muted to the level of popcorn kernels popping. The sound was reduced, but my eyes were growing bigger and bigger.
    

    
      ‘Holy… holy shit.’
    

    
      It was utter chaos.
    

    
      The kingdom wyverns and their Skyknights had been posed to attack, ready to throw spears at me and the imperial troops as we came into firing range. The moment the spell exploded in close quarters, the ten or so wyverns at the center of the explosion were strewn into thousands of fragments, turning into a bloody rain.
    

    
      That wasn’t all. The explosive power of the spell was so insane that most of the wyverns in the sky were sent crashing to the ground, their eyes rolled back. Air Boom didn’t have much physical force, but because it was fueled by a mana quantity near the 8th Circle, the kingdom wyverns dropped from the sky like dust motes being scattered by a broom.
    

    
      I could hardly believe my eyes. I might be a 7th Circle mage close to an 8th Circle mage’s level, but I had never imagined that my spell would bring about such devastation.
    

    
      
        Thud! Thud! Thud!
      
    

    
      The kingdom wyverns crashed haphazardly to the ground from hundreds of meters in the sky. I saw dozens of Skyknights among them casting Fly and jumping off, but they, too, ended up crashing to the ground just the same.
    

    
      “Haah…"
    

    
      I had achieved an overwhelming victory, but what left my lips wasn’t a whoop of exultation, but a long sigh. Today, I keenly felt the danger of magic. I felt like I could understand why the people of Kallian feared Master, calling him the Golden-Eyed Reaper. Even 7th Circle magic was difficult to deal with, but Master Aidal had ascended beyond the 7th Circle squarely into the 8th. I could only say that he was truly amazing.
    

    
      ‘This happened because of your greed. Do not resent me.’
    

    
      A score of wyverns that had been flying defenselessly this way, far removed from the epicenter of the spell, turned and fled for their lives. But I could see hundreds of wyverns flailing in agony, having crashed down from taking a direct hit. As I watched, many of them slowly stilled.
    

    
      It was a moment marking yet another divergence of life and death.
    

    
      ‘Altakas.’
    

    
      And then, the name of the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas, came to mind. The tenacious 8th Circle black magic swordsman was likely brewing an evil scheme somewhere on the Continent.
    

    
      I began to fear him.
      

    

    
      Only a few dozen of the kingdom wyverns had left the battlefield alive. I landed Bebeto in order to handle the aftermath of the battle, and the Bajran Skyknights landed one after another behind me, their gazes towards me full of fear and awe.
    

    
      “C-Congratulations on your great victory!”
    

    
      “Congratulations, sir!”
    

    
      Most of the Skyknights had received noble peerages. Despite their status, all of them bowed, congratulating me in the most respectful manner.
    

    
      “Use holy water to save the surviving kingdom Skyknights.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The Skyknights scattered towards the survivors, briskly shouting to acknowledge my command despite not being my knights.
    

    
      ‘It was a battle that could only be ended with one side’s demise, but this is just terrible.’
    

    
      I numbed myself to murder because if I didn’t stop the people invading Nerman, my beloved knights and people would be killed. But I, too, was a human with blood running through my veins, a human with feelings. As I looked at the battlefield littered with the badly mangled bodies of wyverns and Skyknights that had crashed from my spell, my feelings grew complicated.
    

    
      However, life was a tenacious thing. The cries of groaning wyverns and Skyknights echoed endlessly around me. They crashed from high in the sky, but the characteristic sturdiness and resilient lifeforce of wyverns meant that some were still alive, and many Skyknights had also managed to survive thanks to their wyverns absorbing most of the impact.
    

    
      ‘I’ll have to restrict magic use whenever possible.’
    

    
      To be honest, the Kingdom Coalition didn’t have much to do with me. I did send Duke Hardaim a warning, but who would stop a national war on the words of a mere lord? Plus, I could guarantee that Hardaim hadn’t even told anyone.
    

    
      “Your Excellency Commander Kyre! Please come over here!”
    

    
      A Skyknight that had been saving some knight called me over.
    

    
      “What is the matter?”
    

    
      “I-I believe this person here is Duke Setnion.”
    

    
      ‘Setnion?’ Duke Setnion was said to be one of the important commanding officers of this Kingdom Coalition army. ‘He’s still alive.’
    

    
      The impact of his crash landing had knocked the helmet off his head. Unlike the other Skyknights, his airplate was elaborately embellished with gold. However, his face was such a mess that he couldn’t speak.
    

    
      “Recovery!”
    

    
      His lips were so swollen that he couldn’t drink holy water. I cast the 6th Circle Recovery spell.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The spell, glowing with the yellow light symbolizing lifeforce, covered the Duke’s body.
    

    
      “Nghh…”
    

    
      Like all magic, the potency of recovery magic varied depending on the caster’s mana. After receiving healing magic from me, someone with mana nearly on the same level as an 8th Circle mage, the man thought to be Duke Setnion groaned as he opened his eyes.
    

    
      “Are you Duke Setnion?” I asked the man, who stared at me as he came to his senses.
    

    
      “I-I am. You must be the Lord of Nerman, Count Kyre…”
    

    
      ‘He knows me?’
    

    
      I’d never seen him before in my life, but Duke Setnion recognized me at a glance.
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      “Haah… I heard your black hair was very striking, and it truly is.”
    

    
      He received magic treatment, but it wasn’t like everything would be fixed in one instant. The Duke’s brows were furrowed like he was in great pain as he looked at my hair.
    

    
      “It is a great shame that we had to meet like this.”
    

    
      He was an enemy, but because he didn’t cause damage to Nerman, I relayed my sincere regrets.
    

    
      “I-I think the same as well. If I had known that the Count was here, we would not have brazenly crossed the border…”
    

    
      As he spoke, the Duke looked all around himself. His eyes were full of bitterness and regret.
    

    
      “Little one… you have left me behind and gone ahead, haven’t you.”
    

    
      He stroked his utterly motionless wyvern. The loyal wyvern had hit the ground straight on, trying to save the Duke on his back. It was laying on its side, the enormous amount of blood spilling from its mouth an indication that its insides were completely destroyed.
    

    
      “I believe any further fighting would be meaningless. Please lead the kingdom soldiers back.”
    

    
      I offered this man the greatest goodwill I could give. From what I heard, the Kuviran and Krantz Kingdoms had stepped onto imperial land with all of the wyverns they could muster. Because of their uncontrolled greed, the very fate of their kingdoms was teetering on the brink.
    

    
      “I am extremely grateful for your consideration. It seems… the time has come for me to rest.”
    

    
      It looked like the tall and slender Duke Setnion had aged several years in one moment. He was at an age where he could no longer dream.
    

    
      It was a sad sight.
    

    
      “All knights, do your utmost to save all the lives you can! Keep in mind that the people laying here could be you one day!”
    

    
      Turning my gaze away from the Duke, I gave a sharp command to the knights.
    

    
      We had won today, but at this moment, you couldn’t say that anyone was a victor.
    

    
      It occurred to me that the only true victors in the world were the gods, the divine beings that could escape death.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “W-What did you say?! The Kuviran and Krantz Kingdom Coalition army stationed at Pepeon Castle was annihilated?!”
    

    
      “Y-Yes. According to what the intelligence division found out, the kingdom troops have abandoned Pepeon Castle and are rapidly retreating. Also, the kingdom wyverns number less than 100 in total.”
    

    
      “My god… How can this be.”
    

    
      When Hardaim showed the Bajran nobles the Emperor’s letter, he stopped the attack on Fort Halberk at the same time. Just as he expected, the nobles and knights were sickened by the Emperor and nobles who threw them onto the front lines and only thought to save themselves. One after another, they left the fort through the opening in the siege that Duke Hardaim facilitated. He was watching them leave with satisfaction when he found himself reeling from the bad news that suddenly flew in.
    

    
      “Who! How! How did they defeat them?! Are you telling me the Empire still has a force that can face 600 Skyknights?!”
    

    
      Unable to hide his agitation like he normally did, Hardaim peppered the adjutant with questions.
    

    
      However, there was no way the adjutant would know the answers. “According to the information that came in yesterday, the movements of the Bajran North under Duke Garvit have been suspicious. I believe it was them.”
    

    
      The adjutant serving the general of the Kerpe Kingdom, Hardaim, hadn’t risen to his post on empty flattery. He was able to approximately deduce the driving force behind this incident.
    

    
      “Duke Garvit? No. He may be called a famed general in Bajran, but Kuviran’s Duke Setnion is no easy foe. Moreover, annihilating them would have called for an overwhelming power differential. The military power gathered in the Bajran North isn’t powerful enough to achieve that.” As he spoke, Hardaim’s agitation settled and he began to analyze the situation with a rational mind. “There’s no doubt, a variable has appeared. An enormous variable that we don’t know about.”
    

    
      If he waited a little longer, more detailed information would come from the kingdoms. However, until then, Hardaim would have to stew in doubts that made his head feel as though it would explode.
    

    
      “For now, I believe it would be best to capture Fort Halberk.”
    

    
      “Sigh… Indeed.”
    

    
      It was shocking news, but that didn’t mean they could idle around. After breathing a long sigh, Hardaim slowly opened his mouth. “Have the soldiers advance. By now, the fort must be completely empty.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Duke Hardaim’s clever resourcefulness had ended the fierce battle in an instant. His adjutant shouted to accept the command of his reliable lord.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “It was nothing.”
    

    
      We returned to Garvit Duchy without a single hurt wyvern. A Skyknight had departed to deliver the news, so people here knew the result of the battle.
    

    
      “I have no other words to say except that you are truly amazing. How is it possible that you reached archmage level at such an age? If I didn’t know about you, I would have thought you were a dragon that descended to amuse itself.”
    

    
      There were many legends about dragons in Kallian. Dragons had a habit of never revealing their identity to anyone while they were out amusing themselves. Even I had to admit that my rate of growth was dragon-worthy.
    

    
      “Count Kyre, thank you. You walked a difficult path because of us…” Igis was unable to continue. I could guess that even my low mood after the battle had been reported as well.
    

    
      “What thanks. I’m still far from repaying the kindness you have given me, Princess Igis.”
    

    
      “What did I… oh my!”
    

    
      When she saw my smouldering gaze, Igis stopped mid-sentence, startled. It seemed she belatedly remembered the hot(?) night she had spent with me.
    

    
      “Let us go inside. I have a special wine that should be drunk on a day of great victory such as this.”
    

    
      Delighted by the unimaginable victory, Duke Garvit’s face had become much brighter.
    

    
      ‘I want beer more than wine.’
    

    
      As it was, the sight of Duke Setnion full of regret at the death of his wyvern and his defeat refused to leave my head. It wouldn’t happen, but I kept having invasive and unintentional thoughts of what I would feel if Bebeto ever died like that. The mere thought of it caused agony to wrack my body. Now, Bebeto went beyond being like a brother to me—he was my very blood. I was sure that simply looking at a sky without him would make my chest ache.
    

    
      “I would like to attack the capital immediately, as soon as tomorrow.”
    

    
      “T-Tomorrow?”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      All the nobles that had a will to oppose me had participated in the battle. The nobles that were completely intimidated by the overwhelming magic I unfurled expressed their shock at my desire to attack the capital immediately.
    

    
      “Why, do you have complaints to voice?” I smoothly turned my head to look at the nobles trailing behind me.
    

    
      “No, sir!”
    

    
      “We are under your command!”
    

    
      Startled, the nobles straightened briskly with impeccable military discipline.
    

    
      ‘Looks like they’re properly straightened out now.’
    

    
      Just like how the hot fist of loving discipline was necessary for children to grow into well-mannered adults, the Bajran nobles had been molded into a state that pleased me.
    

    
      “Would that be possible?” I turned my head again to look at Duke Garvit, who looked just as surprised as the nobles.
    

    
      “O-Of course. As long as it’s fine with you, it’s fine with me.”
    

    
      “I will come with you,” said Igis resolutely.
    

    
      “I’m coming too.” Razcion’s eyes flashed at the mention of the capital.
    

    
      I heard that Igis and Razcion’s mother, the Empress, was likely still in the capital. Shortly after Poltviran ascended to the throne, she disappeared. Her life or death was not yet confirmed.
    

    
      “Then today, I will send a Vow of Loyalty Letter stamped with the Imperial Seal to the important nobles and important regional lords in the capital.”
    

    
      Duke Garvit looked at the Princess and Prince as he spoke. It was my first time hearing about a Vow of Loyalty Letter, but I assumed it was something similar to a written notice asking whether the nobles would vow their loyalty to Razcion.
    

    
      “Please do so. In addition, please hold onto the Imperial Seal as you have been doing until Razcion formally ascends to the throne.”
    

    
      “It would be my honor.”
    

    
      The Imperial Seal symbolized the legitimate Bajran crown. Igis had the guts to have the Duke hold onto such an important object. If she hadn’t been born as a woman, she would have definitely become a wise king who would have gone down in history.
    

    
      ‘She’ll be great at taking care of the household.’
    

    
      I thanked the gods for allowing Igis to be born as a woman. Once the Empire was stabilized, Igis wouldn’t be devoting her life to the Empire, but to a life with me. After all, the position of the lady of Nerman wasn’t one just any ordinary woman could assume.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 174: A Bloodless Victory
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “W-What did you just say? Duke Garvit and several nobles have appointed that brat Razcion as emperor? And all of the nobles have received a Vow of Loyalty Letter stamped with the Imperial Seal?”
    

    
      Despite the Empire being in an extremely precarious state, Poltviran refused to leave the embrace of his concubines. However, after receiving an urgent report, he showed up looking dishevelled in the throne room, not even wearing the emperor’s attire. Then, he rained a barrage of questions on Silveron.
    

    
      “I-It is so, Your Majesty. As unfathomable as it may be, Duke Garvit and the prominent nobles of the North, as well as several regional lords, have committed treason. Here is the Vow of Loyalty Letter.”
    

    
      Silveron had been appointed authority by the Emperor, but that only applied as long as the Emperor wasn’t around. When Poltviran appeared and fixed his mad eyes on Silveron, the Marquis quickly handed over the Vow of Loyalty Letter.
    

    
      “We wish to dethrone the current emperor, the diabolical Poltviran who has put a stain on the history of the Bajran Empire and overturned the will of the First Emperor… and appoint the legitimate Prince Razcion as emperor. This seal is proof that this was the final will of the late Emperor, His Majesty Emperor Havitron. Henceforth… it is our wish that the nobles offer their undying vow of l-loyalty to His Majesty Emperor Razcion. Those who defy this wish shall… be branded with the crime of treason… along with the dethroned… Emperor Poltviran! KUAAAAAAAGHHHH!”
    

    
      The voice of an enraged ogre probably sounded similar to Poltviran right now. The Vow of Loyalty Letter trembled in his hand as he read it, his rage hitting its peak.
    

    
      
        Riiiiiiiiiiiiip!
      
    

    
      “THOSE BASTARDS!!!”
    

    
      Poltviran ripped up the letter clearly stamped with the Imperial Seal used by the Emperor of the Bajran Empire. The whites of his eyes could be seen. The letter had tipped the already mentally ill man who lived in a crazed jumble of lust into true madness.
    

    
      The nobles and Imperial Knights gathered in the councilroom turned pale. An already rabid dog was enraged, so there was no knowing what it would do. Everyone made themselves small.
    

    
      “All of you, hear me! Assemble my loyal Skyknights at once! I will personally strike down Duke Garvit and the other traitors trying to support that blot on the honor of the Imperial Family, Razcion, to the position of emperor!”
    

    
      The roar of a crazy lion echoed in the throne room.
    

    
      “B-By thy Imperial Mandate!”
    

    
      The nobles bowed in unison. However, all of them knew that Poltviran would not be able to do as he wanted. The Emperor was still in the dark about a certain fact that Silveron had not yet reported: that the two bastions protecting the capital, Pepeon Marquis Castle and Fort Halberk, had fallen. Moreover, countless Bajran Skyknights gathered in the capital had fled with their lords, so there were fewer than 200 Skyknights still left in the Imperial City.
    

    
      It was also questionable how many Skyknights would assemble at Poltviran’s command. The Imperial Seal that proved an emperor’s legitimacy had made an appearance, and the only duke in the Empire who still held power, Duke Garvit, had revealed that he was acting in accordance with the dying will of the late Emperor. 
    

    
      Now, all that Poltviran had was the outwardly attractive, but empty title of Emperor. The people in the current capital who sincerely served him could be counted on one hand.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘I’m finally returning to the capital.’
    

    
      It felt like the late Emperor Havitron’s birthday celebration happened just yesterday, but nearly one year had already passed. And in that one year, the empire was turned upside down.
    

    
      ‘Igis…’
    

    
      We were on the way to the capital. Igis, who was unquestioningly following my non-standard way of doing things, was flying next to me on her Black Wyvern.
    

    
      ‘The Empire’s become a real mess.’
    

    
      Stacking up a building was difficult, but toppling it took but a moment. Bajran put up its signboard as an empire and started business hundreds of years ago, but the actions of one person had reduced it to a playground of neighborhood hooligans. The two kingdoms that burned themselves touching the hot stove that was the Empire were another example. I heard that Crown Prince Veyons, the successor of the Krantz Kingdom’s late king, had perished bravely in the recent battle from my Greater Air Boom. The Kuviran Kingdom would also have a hard time maintaining their sovereignty. They would definitely have to save and work to the bone for the next few decades to regain the wyvern numbers they lost.
    

    
      ‘By now, that rabid dog is definitely hopping up and down with rage… I wonder if there are any knights that’ll follow him.’
    

    
      While I was in Duke Garvit’s company, I was able to obtain news that flew in from all over the Kallian Continent. I learned that the Laviter Empire was strangely quiet these days, that the Tove Kingdom had invaded the Onsk Kingdom with the Kerpe Kingdom’s implicit approval, and even the news that the Andain and Kerpe Kingdom Coalition were advancing towards the Bajran capital after seizing Fort Halberk. I also heard that Poltviran, that addled loon on the throne, was preparing to personally accompany Skyknights to strike down Duke Garvit.
    

    
      ‘The news came when we were leaving Ant Castle, so it should be about time for us to meet, but I don’t see him.’
    

    
      We obtained the information at the castle of Viscount Ant, located between Garvit Duchy and the Bajran capital. Since we had flown all day without stopping, it was high time for our paths to cross. However, the Emperor never showed up. We were only a few hours away from reaching the capital, but we didn’t see a single patrolling wyvern, much less Poltviran.
    

    
      ‘Did something happen?’
    

    
      I was somewhat worried(?) when Poltviran failed to show up. My concern was filled with the simple worry that someone might send Poltviran flying before I could.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kuku… kukukuku.”
    

    
      At one point, hundreds of Skyknights of the Imperial Guard were under the Emperor’s command, and they were all housed in Kirphone Covert. But now, the magnificent sight of the hangars full of wyverns was nowhere to be seen. Just 50 wyverns were sitting on the expansive runway. And in the center of the runway, a certain man was laughing like a madman.
    

    
      “T-This is all, you say. These are all of Our glorious Skyknights. Kuhahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Yesterday, he gave the command to gather the Skyknights immediately, but Marquis Silveron coaxed him, saying that the Skyknights were scattered on patrols to protect the capital and that it wouldn’t be too late to sortie the next day. And Poltviran, convinced by his coaxing, grew drunk on alcohol to relieve his rage and made a scene in front of the blameless maids and Imperial Knights.
    

    
      However, that was where it ended. That was the last happy moment that Poltviran felt as the Emperor.
    

    
      When he woke up in the morning, he couldn’t find Marquis Silveron, the man who had always acted like Poltiviran’s hands and feet. He heard from an attendant that the Marquis was ill and would not be able to show himself in the capital for a while. Displeased, Poltviran searched for people to take Silveron’s place, but he couldn’t find any of the high-ranking nobles that had always been so numerous in the capital.
    

    
      Only a few nobles who had nowhere else to go other than to the crazy Emperor showed up and delivered the unbelievable news that the nobles had fled. Poltviran couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe it, so he personally led the Imperial Skyknights stationed in the palace and flew around the capital, even going all the way to Kirphone Covert.
    

    
      However, not a single person welcomed his arrival. Up until very recently, the covert might not have been overflowing, but it had held hundreds of wyverns, yet they had all disappeared, leaving only traces of the glory that had been. There wasn’t even a single soldier guarding the fort or any of the crewmates in charge of wyvern maintenance.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, let us go back now. It is dangerous here.”
    

    
      This was the Emperor’s land, but the Imperial Skyknight said it was dangerous.
    

    
      Because of the crazy bastard in front of his eyes, their comrades died dishonorable deaths or disappeared, but the Imperial Skyknights did not abandon the Emperor. They all remembered the passionate vow they had given during the Emperor’s coronation. Having vowed in the name of the gods and the Empire, as well as their own honor, that they would serve Poltviran until the day they died, the Imperial Skyknights were burning the last flame of their loyalty to their foolish lord.
    

    
      “Kuku… Yes, I have to go back. To my home, my capital. Kukukuku.”
    

    
      Poltviran burst into deranged laughter, like a crazy man. He got onto his Black Wyvern, which had a bald spot on its head from the Fire Ball Kyre had thrown when he was fleeing the capital.
    

    
      “Kuhahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap flap flap!
      
    

    
      Once its master got on top, the wyvern flew into the air, understanding that they were heading back. It flapped its wings towards the capital.
    

    
      “All forces, guard His Majesty!”
    

    
      The Imperial Skyknights hurriedly formed a defensive formation to protect the Emperor. They knew that even if they wanted to continue serving their lord, this was the last time. Their crimson cloaks fluttered behind them as they served the Emperor with their utmost respect.
    

    
      And so, everyone left Kirphone Covert. A breeze blew in, sweeping once through the empty covert before disappearing, as transient as the fate of the Empire. Like all those who had left this place, it left only fleeting memories behind…
      

    

    
      ‘The entire fate of me and my kingdom is hanging on this battle!’
    

    
      The Kerpe and Andain Kingdom Coalition soldiers departed from Fort Halberk, and with them traveled Duke Hardaim. When he received the news that the Kuviran and Krantz Kingdom Coalition troops were destroyed in one attack by the 7th Circle spell cast by the Nerman Lord who suddenly appeared, the Duke felt as if his heart would collapse. He was leading a flight of 700 wyverns, all of the wyverns at the two kingdoms’ disposal.
    

    
      ‘The mages of the Royal Magic Tower are also participating. If we use cancellation magic and defense spells when he casts, we’ll have a chance of winning.’
    

    
      The Duke was flying towards the capital, but he was more concerned about the battle that would come after taking over the enfeebled capital. He was certain that unless Duke Garvit’s forces were crazy, they wouldn’t come directly to the capital. Who would sortie immediately after a big victory, without relishing the euphoria of the win? Especially when the next step would be the capital, the place that could be called their heart.
    

    
      If it were Hardaim, he would leave some time to coax the nobles at the already fallen Emperor’s side. There was no way the cunning nobles would stay on the sinking ship that was Poltviran. Duke Garvit would likely do his best to gather the strength of the nobles in the capital. Their conduct might be deplorable, but it would only be possible to repel the kingdom invaders with their strength.
    

    
      ‘The biggest problem is the Lord of Nerman, Kyre.’
    

    
      Even as he continued to fly on his wyvern, the biggest concern on his mind was the Lord of Nerman. Hardaim planned on seizing the capital first, then fighting with Kyre.
    

    
      This was the last flickering flame of the war, where one person had to die in order to end it.
    

    
      Duke Hardaim resolved to do his utmost to become the victor.
    

    
      ‘I must bring the Bajran Empire to ruin, without fail! Without fail!’
    

    
      The kingdoms had to annex the Bajran Empire before the Laviter Empire became greedy for territorial expansion. If both parties were defeated and no clear winner emerged, the western Kallian Continent would become totally defenseless. If the Laviter Empire passed through the Havis Kingdom and attacked, it would all be over. Wyverns were not forces that could be nurtured in just a few months.
    

    
      ‘Kyre, return to your land. I, Hardaim, will swallow this place!’
    

    
      The Prince of the Andain Kingdom was also participating, but Hardaim had already pressed him into the smaller role of a collaborator. Their allies and competitors, the Kuviran and Krantz Kingdoms, had already lost so many wyverns that they could no longer be called kingdoms. Because of that, it was possible that the victor of the upcoming battle could really be the one to swallow the Empire.
    

    
      The battle ahead was dangerous, but shone all the more. Hardaim’s heart blazed red-hot in anticipation.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘It’s a total mess.’
    

    
      What greeted us at the capital was a bloodless victory, something none of us had imagined. The Imperial City of the Bajran Empire was judged to possess the sturdiest defenses out of any place on the Continent, but it was so empty that I had to rub my eyes a few times out of disbelief. I did see a few soldiers on the walls, but they couldn’t face Skyknights anyway. Only wyverns or anti-air weapons could fight wyverns.
    

    
      This place that was called the capital of the Empire was completely devoid of tension. Other than a thousand or so regular soldiers standing on the outer walls, the capital was undefended. We flew over the outer walls, towards the inner castle standing proudly in the center.
    

    
      ‘He can’t have fled, right?’
    

    
      It only took one moment to break a person. Up until a few weeks ago, Poltviran ruled the Empire wearing an overcoat of arrogance and swinging a sword and axe of tyranny and oppression. I could guess that the vacant sky above the capital was a reflection of his own empty-handed state.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      Just then, a group of wyverns appeared from the direction of the inner castle.
    

    
      ‘Skyknights of the Imperial Guard!’
    

    
      The Black Wyverns were instantly recognizable. They approached us in an orderly V-shaped formation, one that was meant for neither defense nor offense. They were telling us that they bore no hostility towards us.
    

    
      ‘So even the Imperial Skyknights have turned their backs on him.’
    

    
      The Imperial Guard had a strong sense of pride, but they wouldn’t be able to bare their blades at Princess Igis and Prince Razcion, who were here to carry out the final will of the late Emperor. I heard that for lawful battles of succession, it was tradition for the Imperial Guard to take a step back.
    

    
      ‘What do we do now?’
    

    
      The Bajran Empire Imperial City was completely disarmed. Anticipating the need for a forceful takeover, we had mobilized all of the Skyknights in the Garvit Duchy. Those Skyknights were now wheeling over the capital in formation.
    

    
      ‘For now, we’ll have to go see Poltviran.’
    

    
      The Imperial Skyknights took up position behind Princess Igis and little Razcion, flying so calmly that you’d think that position had always belonged to them. I looked away from them and landed Bebeto at the inner castle’s hangars. Like the outer city, the inner castle was no different from usual. The Imperial Soldiers and Knights of the inner castle continued to stand guard, unalarmed by the hundreds of wyverns whirling over their heads.
    

    
      Flapping his wings slowly, Bebeto landed at the hangar. Behind him landed Igis, Razcion, Duke Garvit and the other nobles, as well as the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard.
    

    
      “I will take the lead,” said Igis after everyone landed and descended from their wyverns.
    

    
      “Please do so.”
    

    
      After reaching the capital, Igis’ expression had grown hard and rigid. I lowered my head and conceded the lead to her.
    

    
      “All forces, guard the surroundings of His and Her Highnesses,” I ordered tensely. I was a one-man-army with the skill of a thousand, ten thousand men, but there was no knowing what could happen.
    

    
      ‘It feels so different from before.’
    

    
      Back then, I left this place like a fugitive, but now, I returned as part of an occupation force. What’s more, I was back as a Commander tasked with bringing down a tyrannical emperor.
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      The Imperial Knights and Soldiers standing guard saluted, their faces having grown stiff with the appearance of Igis and Razcion. It seemed they, too, had been told of the late Emperor’s will. Duke Garvit’s scheme of using the Vow of Loyalty Letter was effective. It really made me realize once again that his age wasn’t just for show.
    

    
      “Where is the tyrant Poltviran?” Duke Garvit asked the knights.
    

    
      “His Majesty is in the Palace of Honor.”
    

    
      Perhaps out of regret for the master they once served, the knight used honorifics to refer to the Emperor.
    

    
      “Be sure to do your utmost with guard duty.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      The political authority had changed hands like flowing water. The Imperial Guard once again shouted a resounding “yes, sir” as they saluted Igis and Razcion.
    

    
      ‘Damn…’
    

    
      This was the natural order of events, but a part of my chest felt rather uncomfortable. A strange, suffocating silence descended upon us. We might be here in accordance with the late Emperor’s will and to remove a despot, but none of that changed the fact that we were on our way to dethrone the emperor of Bajran.
    

    
      It was only natural that none of us were happy.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 175: An Emperor’s End
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘There’s really no one here.’
    

    
      The Palace of Honor was where important banquets took place, it was among the most important places in the capital as it was used for hosting noble meetings. Yet such an important place didn’t have a single Imperial Knight or Soldier guarding the entrance.
    

    
      “Kukuku…kukukukuku.”
    

    
      But there was one person inside. Unpleasant laughter was flowing from the huge doors. 
    

    
      He was inside.
    

    
      With my sword unsheathed in order to prepare for danger, I took the lead and went inside.
    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      The moment I walked in, the intense reek of blood assaulted my nose.
    

    
      ‘P-Poltviran!’
    

    
      Inside the impressively large Palace of Honor, sitting on the completely empty inner stage with the thrones for the emperor, the queens, and the other members of the Imperial Family, was Poltviran. He was sitting arrogantly on the throne, a sword in one hand and a crown encrusted with large gems on his head.
    

    
      “You crazy…”
    

    
      He wasn’t the only one inside the Palace of Honor. I was met with the sight of cut necks, hot blood pouring out as if the deed had been done not long ago. In the palace was the body of Elmiane, Poltviran’s mother and the Queen of Emperor Havitron.
    

    
      And it wasn’t just her. Even the 1st Princess Elemia who garnered my disapproval in the Imperial Garden back then was sitting on one of the thrones next to Poltviran, her throat sliced open.
    

    
      “Ohh! Welcome, my beloved siblings.”
    

    
      Looking at Igis and Razcion who followed me in, Poltviran made a truly welcoming expression. It was like he wanted to run over and embrace his long-lost siblings.
    

    
      “Haha! Imperial Mother, my siblings have come back. Elemia, what are you doing? Igis and Razcion have returned, you should greet them.”
    

    
      He had definitely gone mad. He was undoubtedly the one who killed them, but Poltviran was talking to the Queen and Princess as if they were still alive.
    

    
      “Come and sit. I prepared a glorious party at the news of your coming. Hurry and come sit next to me. You are members of the Imperial Family, just like me. Hurry and sit next to me.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      Our party walked into the palace one by one, our eyes fixed on Poltviran. Nobody was able to say anything. These were the actions of the truly insane, something no one had ever seen before. What’s more, this tragedy was painted by the Bajran Emperor, so everyone had forgotten their words.
    

    
      “Why, you don’t want to? Still not satisfied with your elder brother from a different mother? Forget that now, let bygones be bygones. I just want to get along with you two. I know Imperial Father loves you two more than me, but this elder brother of yours wasn’t jealous. I’ve always been well aware that you resemble Father more than me.”
    

    
      As if waxing nostalgic, Poltviran continued to sadly prattle on.
    

    
      “P-Please stop… A member of the Imperial Family must never forget their dignity, even in death.”
    

    
      Igis’ voice trembled. No matter how despicable Poltviran was, he was a brother with the blood of their father. I was sure Igis was pained by the crazy actions of her brother.
    

    
      “Stop? Even you dare to tell the Emperor of the Great Bajran Empire to stop, who do you think you are?! You’ve returned home after a long absence, so I was willing to forgive you for everything, but you dare to scorn Us?! Razcion, Igis! Come here at once! If you don’t, you will bear the severe crime of defying an imperial command!”
    

    
      Poltviran’s enraged voice echoed sharply through the Palace of Honor. But not a single person moved to obey. Everyone was fully aware that the moment they approached, they would become just like the Queen and Princess who had spilled all the blood in their bodies.
    

    
      ‘There’s crazy, and then there’s Poltviran. Sigh.’
    

    
      Before coming face to face with Poltviran, I intended on sending him flying for the crime of causing trouble for me and Nerman. But Poltviran had already lost his marbles. No matter how deep my resentment was, I wasn’t despicable enough to beat up the mentally insane.
    

    
      “Do you truly intend on defying Our words?!”
    

    
      Poltviran jumped out of his seat.
    

    
      Seeing that, the nobles and knights hastily drew their swords with a clatter of steel.
    

    
      “Kukukukukukuku. Kekekekekekeke….kikikikikiki.”
    

    
      A diverse range of laughs flowed from Poltviran’s lips, so bizarre that it sent a horripilation down my spine.
    

    
      “I am the Emperor of the Great Bajran Empire! Who would dare to defy me?! Kuhahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Poltviran was acting out a one-man show.
    

    
      
        Plunge!
      
    

    
      ‘Holy!’
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Ahh…”
    

    
      With the sound of splitting leather, Poltviran plunged his sword into his own stomach.
    

    
      “Huhu… it’s, it’s blood.”
    

    
      He had used mana to cut his stomach. The organs and guts in his body came pouring out in a deluge of blood to the ground, steaming hot.
    

    
      “I’m… th-the Emperor…”
    

    
      
        Thud.
      
    

    
      I knew he was crazy, but I never expected him to end his own life. No matter how crazy he might be, I thought he would value his life, but Poltviran had committed suicide by disembowelment without a shred of hesitation.
    

    
      ‘They say the throne is built on blood…’
    

    
      A saying I had read in some book came to mind. A throne was the highest seat of power, built upon the blood of countless people. The Bajran Empire was no different.
    

    
      “E-Elder Brother… heuk.”
    

    
      Igis called the Emperor collapsed in his seat, his mad eyes wide open in death, her elder brother. Her pure heart that hated the crime but was not capable of hating the person who committed it was clearly bared before me.
    

    
      “Knights of the Imperial Guard, what are you doing?! Collect the remains of the late Emperor Poltviran and the Imperial Family members at once!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Duke Garvit transitioned from watching to rousing the dazed Imperial Knights, his voice full of complicated emotions.
    

    
      Several Imperial Skyknights ran over quickly, and they covered the bodies of Poltviran, Elmiane, and Elemia with a flutter of the crimson cloaks that signified the Bajran Empire Imperial Family.
    

    
      ‘You were in pain too, weren’t you.’
    

    
      That was when I saw it. At the lips of the man who had taken his life, was a small smile.
      

    

    
      “Kingdom Coalition wyverns are approaching?”
    

    
      With Poltviran’s death, the curtain fell on the chaos of the Bajran Empire. The Imperial Family was quickly put to order under Duke Garvit’s orders. Because the legitimate successor, Razcion, and Igis were there, the Knights and Soldiers of the Imperial Guard were not agitated. Rather, smiles spread over the faces of some, as if they had awaited Poltviran’s death. While this was going on, we were given the news of the invasion of kingdom wyverns.
    

    
      “They dare… on a day like this.”
    

    
      Razcion seemed to have grown up in an instant. Murderous intent glinted in his eyes. The Empire was in the wrong, but the kingdoms were just as contemptible for trying to twist a crisis into an opportunity to end the Empire. It was only reasonable that the next emperor who would rule Bajran was enraged.
    

    
      PR/N: I mean, who wouldn’t lmao
    

    
      ‘Hardaim, you’ve grown impatient out of a desire to end this.’
    

    
      The sight of Poltviran killing himself was still vivid in my mind. As a result, I wasn’t in a very good mood.
    

    
      I only became involved in the inner workings of the Bajran Empire because of my relationship with Igis and Razcion and the request from Emperor Havitron. They might not be directly related to Nerman, but so many people had died, and I no longer wanted to see anymore blood spilled. But contrary to my wish, the Kingdom Coalition was approaching the capital in a rush to kill.
    

    
      This was why it was said that there were no eternal enemies or allies between nations. When the Empire was healthy, they were scrambling to bow and scrape at a single sneeze of the Empire, but now that Bajran was sick and ailing, they were tripping over themselves to hunt the Empire down. Also, Duke Hardaim was someone who even received a warning from me. It was now time for him to bear the consequences of his own making, of his greed.
    

    
      “I ask that you lend me the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard.”
    

    
      “The Skyknights of the Imperial Guard…” repeated Duke Garvit, surprised. At the moment, there were over 500 Skyknights in the capital. Only 50 of them were from the Imperial Guard, so my request likely rang strange to his ears.
    

    
      “Please show them… that the Bajran Imperial Family has not yet breathed its last.”
    

    
      However, Igis understood my intent. She permitted my request, her eyes full of frosty rage.
    

    
      “I will be back.”
    

    
      There was no need to say much. The Kingdom Coalition had advanced so deep into Bajran territory that they were not far from the Imperial City. The time to neatly sort them out had come.
    

    
      ‘As expected, home is the best.’
    

    
      Whenever I left home, it was an uncomfortable affair. I longed desperately for the paradise mansion that was constructed for me in Nerman. Once this was over, I wanted to sleep for several days in my room, where white rays of sunlight shone in with a pleasurable glow.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘What’s going on?’
    

    
      Hardaim had heard that there weren’t many Skyknights left in the capital. After the two key forts were captured and even Duke Garvit had jumped into the fray, there weren’t many who were willing to throw away their lives for Emperor Poltviran. Because of that, except for the Imperial Guard, there shouldn’t be any Skyknights left next to the Emperor.
    

    
      But to his surprise, Duke Hardaim caught sight of Bajran wyverns in patrol flight. The group of wyverns kept their distance, like they were observing the Kingdom Coalition from afar. Just like when the Empire was well, the wyverns and Skyknights were undertaking patrol flights without any fear. Upon seeing them, Hardaim had a bad feeling.
    

    
      ‘Even so, it’s already too late. Even if the Empire gathers all of its remaining strength, they cannot be my match.’
    

    
      As long as Duke Garvit in the North and the elusive Count Kyre weren’t there, that is.
    

    
      
        Swooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      The two Kingdom Coalition armies were flying swiftly towards the Bajran Imperial City, each kingdom forming the large attack formation they were used to. It was a glorious moment—they were going to seize the capital city of the Bajran Empire, the nation that had reigned as the Continent’s ruler for hundreds of years. All of the Skyknights were gripping their wyvern reins tightly out of excitement.
    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      But just then, Duke Hardaim, who was flying at the front, spotted a group of wyverns flying towards them from the direction of the Imperial City.
    

    
      ‘B-Black Wyverns! Skyknights of the Bajran Imperial Guard!’
    

    
      Their numbers were halved from following the Emperor in his botched attempt to capture Nerman, and afterwards, many were sent to the front lines by order of the Emperor, leaving only a few dozen of the Black Wyverns that symbolized the Bajran Empire. They were even flying confidently in a proactive attack formation.
    

    
      ‘Does that mean Poltviran has stepped forward?’
    

    
      It was already late afternoon—the sun was beginning to slowly lower its head for the night. Hardaim fell into deep thought as he looked at the several dozen Bajran Imperial Skyknights appearing from the northern sky. They were existences that would never dare to move without an order from their master, the Emperor. If they were here, it could only mean that the Emperor of the Bajran Empire or someone of equivalent status was accompanying them.
    

    
      ‘The one flying at the front is…’
    

    
      Activating the mana scope in his helmet, Hardaim examined the identity of the approaching enemies.
    

    
      “Ah!!” When he concentrated mana to use his mana scope, a cry jumped from his lips and escaped his helmet. “H-Hybrid wyvern!”
    

    
      Simply hearing those two words was enough to make one wake from a dead sleep. The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, was the ruler of the skies, the person Hardaim didn’t want to meet most out of all those he considered his enemies. The golden-striped black wyvern Kyre rode was flying at the head of the Black Wyverns, approaching quickly.
    

    
      “Dammit!”
    

    
      His expression crumpled into a frown as he shouted a curse. He wanted to turn his reins immediately, but he could not do so. The master of the Kerpe Kingdom and his liege, the king, had repeatedly beseeched Hardaim to do one thing: to guide the Empire to the road of destruction and raise the Kerpe Kingdom’s status in the continent. Hardaim had every intent to faithfully carry out that order. He clenched his teeth and raised his hand high.
    

    
      “All forces, assume battle formation!”
    

    
      Using mana, he loudly shouted for battle formation to the Kingdom Coalition Skyknights who were already forming perfect battle formations without being ordered to.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Huhu…’
    

    
      I gave them one last chance. If the kingdoms turned and left, I was going to use my poor mood as an excuse to not pursue. But the Kingdom Coalition Skyknights rejected my last offer of goodwill and began to fall into battle formation. In line with the information we received, the 700 wyverns were filling the sky like a dark cloud.
    

    
      ‘I’m sure everyone’s ready.’
    

    
      I turned to look behind me at the Bajran Empire Black Wyvern flight following me like stupidly earnest hunting dogs. It was time for them to be born anew. Like the honor of the Bajran Empire that had haggled with death and fallen into the mud, the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard had to be reborn… into the symbol of courage and loyalty that had once made the Continent tremble.
    

    
      ‘Let’s duke it out at once, then!’
    

    
      I had always felt this, but the heartless world of victory and defeat was one where you had to kill or be killed. I still had so much to do and could not die. My mana core, which also did not wish for my death, stirred into motion.
    

    
      
        Whiiiiiiiiir.
      
    

    
      What felt like unlimited mana in my mana core began to pleasantly buzz, and I sighed in regret towards the enemy wyverns charging forward in a wide-spread formation. Like their owners, they had tossed any semblance of mercy far, far away.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 176: Grand Blade Master
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      ‘It’s coming!’
    

    
      Just as expected, Count Kyre cast a spell with an enormous range. The sight of the spell shooting towards them with the speed of a spear startled Duke Hardaim’s senses wide awake.
    

    
      “Magic Cancel!”
    

    
      “Air Shield!”
    

    
      “Resist Magic!”
    

    
      “Anti-Magic Shell!”
    

    
      “Flame Cannon!”
    

    
      As the spell flew over, the mages flying near the front cast their memorized spells. Nullifying spells and Air Shield, which could block Air Bomb, as well as a 6th Circle spell cast in order to cause mana disturbance, were deployed one after another, fired into the air by the 20 royal mages of Kerpe and Andain.
    

    
      
        Flash! Craaaaaash! Whiiiiiiiiiiiir!
      
    

    
      Each spell played its role, creating a colorful splash of magic lights.
    

    
      
        Booooooooooooom!
      
    

    
      And it seemed as though the prepared spells were effective, because Count Kyre’s spell disappeared with an ear-rattling explosion.
    

    
      ‘We did it!’ When the spells collided, the two sides were coming into spear range. ‘Now, magic is… Ah!’
    

    
      When enemies were in spear range, the usual tactic was to have the mages retreat to the back before firing spears. But this battle was taking a far different turn. When his first spell was rendered ineffective, Kyre cast a second round.
    

    
      ‘O-Oh my God!’
    

    
      Mages were important resources in the kingdoms, so they hurriedly moved to the back after deploying their initial magic defense. But in the short time while they were doing so, dozens of murky blades came hurtling towards them. The mere sight of the 1-meter-large milky-colored blades glinting in the setting sun struck terror in the hearts of all who saw them.
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      Scrambling to react, Hardaim deployed the Shield spell on his wyvern armor.
    

    
      
        Flaaash!
      
    

    
      The next instant, a volley of Blessed Spears cut through space. Having reached effective range, the Bajran Imperial Skyknights had hurled their spears before the panicking kingdom Skyknights could.
    

    
      ‘Dammit!’
    

    
      He spat out a curse for the second time. Duke Hardaim clenched his teeth, hurling his spear injected with mana into the battlefield as he directed his wyvern to the ground in a desperate nose-dive.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Just as I expected.’
    

    
      There was no doubt that Kerpe and Andain were given information about my magic attack that wiped out the wyverns of the Kuviran and Krantz Kingdom in one blow. And just as I expected, the enemy mages deployed spells to guard against the 4th Circle Air Boom I sent as bait. After seeing them retreating to the back, I fired the 7th Circle offensive spell I created a few days ago, Giant Wind Cut.
    

    
      ‘The mana consumption is high, but it’s bearable.’
    

    
      When the 4th Circle spell Wind Cut that bore the nickname ‘Wind Slaughterer of the Skies’ was normally cast, blue-colored or opaque wind blades appeared and sliced the target. However, the spell I cast was a different beast altogether. When I reached the 7th Circle, I gained the confidence to fuse new spells that didn’t yet exist. I worked to create 7th Circle offensive spells that could be made with mana fusion and formulas that could be easily mixed. The Giant Wind Cut spell being cast right now was one such creation. It boasted an incredible brute force that could slice through wyvern armor like tofu with a single attack. The mana consumption was a lot, even for me and my crazy amount of mana, but the effect was out of this world.
    

    
      
        Kweeeeeek! Kyaaaaaaaak! B-b-b-b-b-baam.
      
    

    
      They were flying in a widespread formation, but wyverns were large targets. The kingdom wyverns’ wings were hopelessly cut to tatters, their armor was pierced, and their bodies were sliced by the hot blades of Wind Cut whizzing around with unpredictable trajectories. A chorus of heartrending cries came from the formation, as if there was a bet to see who could scream the loudest, and wyverns dropped like bricks.
    

    
      
        Fwiiiiiiip! Fwip fwip fwip!
      
    

    
      It didn’t end there. As expected of Imperial Skyknights with the best skills in the Bajran Empire, they were, at the very least, phenomenally perceptive. Their spear salvo followed right on the heels of my magic attack. In just a few moments, a hundred of the kingdom wyverns in the front were wiped out by my spell, clearing the way for the spears to punch through the sky at high speeds.
    

    
      ‘The battle starts now!’
    

    
      The enemies were spread out, so I couldn’t push myself to fire another AOE spell, and the Imperial Skyknights were too close for me to use Greater Air Boom. With a swish, I raised spears in both hands.
    

    
      ‘Sayonara!’
    

    
      And then, I hurled them with all my strength at the two wyverns I set as my targets, wishing them a friendly farewell.
    

    
      ‘Here it comes!’
    

    
      While attacking, I felt the indiscriminate spear attack by the enemy Skyknights before I even saw it. Every hair on my body was standing on end, warning me of danger.
    

    
      This was a chance given to me by the gods to vent the stress piled up high in my chest. Like the eyes of a hawk seeking prey, I looked for the next target.
    

    
      “Air Shield!”
    

    
      Even as I lifted another two spears, I cast an Air Shield over 30 meters wide. The dozens of Blessed Spears flying idiotically towards me… didn’t even have a chance.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Craaaash!
      
    

    
      “Kuaaaaagh!”
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa! Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      ‘R-Ridiculous!’
    

    
      Duke Hardaim could not rouse himself from his daze. His mouth unconsciously went agape at the massacre unfolding before his eyes. Though he was at the front, he went from bravely charging towards Kyre to plummeting to the ground in a nosedive to evade certain death. In the few seconds while he was evading, countless lumps of meat crashed to the ground, mutilated by magic. Their forces hurled spears in rage, but the volley of spears fired by the Kingdom Coalition bounced harmlessly off the Air Shield created by that dastardly man.
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      Duke Hardaim was controlling his wyvern from the ground, about to jump back into the battle, when he sighed. In no time at all, Kyre and the Bajran Skyknights of the Imperial Guard had punched through the Coalition’s formation with frightening speed. 200 wyverns had disappeared in a brief window of time, leaving a gaping hole in the sky.
    

    
      ‘We’re not his match. We’ll all become mincemeat at this rate.’
    

    
      The Kingdom Coalition made preparations using the defeat of the Kuviran and Krantz Kingdom as guide, but Kyre was a powerful enemy who exceeded Hardaim’s expectations. His plan to capture the Imperial City and raise the honor of his kingdom and king disappeared like bubbles popping into nothingness. Right now, the only thing left in his mind was minimizing the damage and returning to the kingdom.
    

    
      ‘H-He’s a cool-headed person.’
    

    
      As he watched the kingdom wyverns being shot down, Hardaim felt his blood run cold. Kyre was hurling spears at a blistering speed, shooting down wyverns like a born slaughterer. Behind him followed the Bajran Skyknights of the Imperial Guard, whose lack of regard for their lives was chilling to behold.
    

    
      The formation of the Kingdom Coalition wyverns shattered to pieces in mere moments. They still held the numerical advantage, but the kingdom Skyknights were already prisoners of fear and were swallowing the bitter pill of defeat.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Nobodies shouldn’t fuck around.’
    

    
      Greater numbers didn’t always equate to victory. Just like how Korea’s top F15 fighter jet couldn’t hold a candle to the F-22 Raptors called the 5th generation fighter jets from the US air force, the Kingdom Coalition’s wyverns were no match for me and Bajran’s Imperial Skyknights. 
    

    
      To elaborate, the effect of seizing the initiative was the most important thing in both aerial and ground battles. After one hit of 7th Circle magic, the kingdom wyverns were reduced to leaves falling in the autumn wind. They were completely dominated by terror. With my Air Shield nullifying their counterattack and the united attack of the Imperial Skyknights following right afterwards on top of that, the morale of the enemies hit rock bottom. In comparison, the Imperial Skyknights were in high spirits, like they had struck a jackpot. 
    

    
      What resulted was a one-sided slaughter. Because the enemies were great in number, they were spread out in a wide formation, so when we cut into the heart of their formation without reducing our speed, they were unable to unleash a concentrated attack. It was possible that if they fired on us, they could send their own allies to their deaths, so we were unharmed.
    

    
      “Bebeto, turn!”
    

    
      In order to properly vent my stress, we punched through the enemy formation spread out over about 1 km, then went into a rapid turn.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooooooosh!
      
    

    
      At my command, Bebeto did a nosedive while folding one wing to carry out a rapid turn.
    

    
      
        Swoosh swoosh swooooosh!
      
    

    
      The wyverns of the Imperial Skyknights followed suit in rapid turns of their own.
    

    
      ‘Our numbers have gone down.’
    

    
      No matter how incredible a result we achieved, there were also Imperial Skyknights who fell victim to wayward spears. We charged through with the Shields on our wyvern armor active, but if several spears hit the wing joint, crashing down was inevitable.
    

    
      ‘Countess Irene, don’t overdo it.’
    

    
      As Bebeto and I turned, I saw Countess Irene’s wyvern at the front. Russell stayed behind in the capital to protect the Princess, but Irene, the highest ranking officer among the current Imperial Guard, had to participate in the battle. I didn’t want to send her into danger, but because Irene’s pride would never allow staying behind, I didn’t even mention it.
    

    
      “All forces, retreat! Abandon formation and return to the kingdom!!!”
    

    
      “Retreat! Retreat!”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      We were only getting started, but the kingdom wyverns were already turning tail. The mana-charged order to retreat blared out from someone’s mouth, and the knights who heard it quickly passed on the order to the others.
    

    
      ‘You should have done so from the start.’
    

    
      In just one exchange, at least 200 wyverns were felled. And following that devastation, the kingdom wyverns fled. The way they scattered without looking back as soon as the command to retreat was given almost made me laugh. I could guess they’d heard some of the rumors regarding me.
    

    
      “KYRE!!!!!!!”
    

    
      As the wyverns fled, I heard a mighty bellow.
    

    
      ‘Hardaim…’
    

    
      Duke Hardaim’s voice, which I had a deep impression of, was calling me.
    

    
      “Let’s have a duel, you and me, fair and square!”
    

    
      ‘You ridiculous squid. Is this battle a joke to you?’
    

    
      Whenever people who couldn’t match up were disadvantaged, they were quick to accuse the other of being unfair. How many battles could be really said to be fought fair and square? He was the one in the wrong for going up against an opponent with far greater skills, so I really couldn’t understand why he was blaming me.
    

    
      ‘Jeez, anyone who’s not even a 7th Circle mage is a real loser.’
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go.”
    

    
      I wasn’t one to refuse someone asking for a duel without a spear in his hand.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Kyre, just who in the world are you?’
    

    
      The more she learned about him, the more incomprehensible he became.
    

    
      Before Kyre went aloft to lead less than 60 total Bajran Imperial Skyknights in a battle with the Kingdom Coalition, he said one thing to the Imperial Skyknights. He said that they had to die so that the Empire could live.
    

    
      At first, Irene thought he was saying that they should bravely sacrifice themselves in order to restore the tarnished honor of the Empire. But when the battle unfolded, she realized the true meaning of his words. He had given them a painful word of advice to awaken their knight souls, brave souls that did not fear death.
    

    
      ‘From now on, I will admire you more than anyone else in the world.’
    

    
      Irene watched as Kyre flew through the sky, undaunted by the enemy commander’s dueling request, shouted using mana so loudly that the air seemed to shake. Under her helmet, her eyes were full of joy. 
    

    
      He was a true man, the only one to make her heart thump in her twenty something years. She wanted to admire him for a lifetime and live by his side. Not as a knight of the Empire, but as a woman within the embrace of that wide-chested man…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kyre…”
    

    
      They could not leave like this. He did not want to show a defeated appearance to the king, all the nobles, and the family he loved. As such, Hardaim was unable to leave. Unlike the Kingdom Coalition wyverns that had already disappeared far into the distance, he stayed in the sky and called Kyre. 20 or so of his duchy’s surviving Skyknights were in a formation around him.
    

    
      And just as he wished, one man came flying towards him. Riding a golden-striped black wyvern a good head bigger than other wyverns, the man slowly stopped in front of Hardaim. He was the man bearing the name Kyre de Nerman, the strongest person on the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      “Duke, it’s been a while.”
    

    
      Taking off his helmet, Kyre calmly relayed a greeting from 10 meters away.
    

    
      “If I had known that you were here, I wouldn’t have come.”
    

    
      “I wonder… The way I see it, I don’t think the ambition you possess would have ever let you do so.”
    

    
      From the first time they met, Kyre had never been intimidated by Hardaim’s name and fame. He had used respectful speech when they were briefly allies, but now that they were enemies, he switched to being casual.
    

    
      He was more cool-headed and calculating than Hardaim thought. He looked at Count Kyre again and completely erased the thought in one corner of his mind that Kyre was still a rookie.
    

    
      “I don’t think I will be a match for you in the sky. What do you say, do you have the confidence to fight me on the ground?”
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      We stood face to face, our wyverns in stationary flight 10 meters away from each other. Then, Hardaim threw the imaginary dueling glove at me.
    

    
      ‘Fine with me!’
    

    
      If I was scared, I would have never even responded to his call.
    

    
      “Sounds good.”
    

    
      “Haha. I knew you would say that. I’ll see you on the ground then.”
    

    
      
        Swooooosh.
      
    

    
      As soon as I consented, Hardaim swiftly led his wyvern to the ground.
    

    
      ‘Seriously, these knights…’
    

    
      They were all knights, but some were no better than dogs, while others lived deeply entrenched in chivalry. If it were me, I would have long since pushed Bebeto into a hasty retreat, but Hardaim was still clinging to his dignity even though his death was imminent.
    

    
      Shaking my head, I followed him down to the ground. Once the fight with Hardaim was over, the storm that had blown over Bajran would finally abate.
      

    

    
      
        Schwing.
      
    

    
      ‘He’s really unique.’
    

    
      Normally, knights used swords as their main weapon. Weapons like spears, bows, and axes were more commonly used by mercenaries or regular soldiers. But Hardaim was different. He wielded a 2-meter long spear as tall as he was with a blade attached to the end.
    

    
      ‘He’s like Guan Yu.’
    

    
      I never saw him in person, but if the legendary Guan Yu from the Records of the Three Kingdoms was born in Kallian, he would probably look something like Hardaim. With his wide-set shoulders with a red beard and hair, his appearance was true to his nickname, ‘The Red Dragon of the Battlefield.’
    

    
      “I heard you have amazing skills. I’ve already had a taste of your magic, so this time, impress me with your sword.”
    

    
      ‘He’s having fun.’
    

    
      Despite having suffered a clear-cut defeat, Hardaim was giving off an aura of enjoyment.
    

    
      “Let’s have a good duel.”
    

    
      The moment he ignored my warning, he lost the right to be treated well by me. Hardaim was no longer a guest I had to respect.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      With a clear ring, the dwarven sword came free from its sheath. It was made to match the form of the sword I was used to, the one used by the Dapis Kingdom’s knights. However, this one was made with mithril alloy, so it was light, but perfectly balanced and gave off the silvery glint of an ornamental sword.
    

    
      “Good sword.”
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      “It’s growing dark. Shall we begin?”
    

    
      The sun was racing towards the last gasp of afternoon and had sunken halfway into the horizon. There was no better time of the day for a duel. It felt like the blood-red setting sun was foretelling someone’s approaching fate.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Claaang! Bababam.
      
    

    
      In the middle of nowhere, a sudden duel was taking place.
    

    
      A long spear wrapped in Aura Blade did not permit close-combat and pierced through the air several times in one moment. Meeting it in midair was a monstrous sword that moved at a speed that regular knights could not follow.
    

    
      ".....!!"
    

    
      Every onlooker watched with bated breath, their eyes wide. Standing 50 meters away from the dueling site were Hardaim’s knights and the Bajran Imperial Skyknights. These days, most battles were settled in aerial combat, but knights loved the sword. For them, a duel on the ground was more electrifying and got their blood pumping more than a battle in the air.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      “Ha!”
    

    
      Clear grunts rang out as the two people used mana steps, leaping several meters into the sky to exchange spear and sword.
    

    
      As they watched the duel of their lifetimes, the knights, each of them a Blade Master in their own right, felt their hands grow sweaty. The aerial battle using wyverns had ended, but it was possible that the final verdict would be decided by this battle on the ground.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Riiiiiiiing!
      
    

    
      ‘Hup!’
    

    
      I never knew that the spear could be such a dangerous weapon. Hardaim’s longspear, which was about 80 cm longer than my sword, did not permit me to come close. As I swung my sword, it came shooting forward to block my advance, and then swiftly followed up with strikes towards every part of my body, like the talons of a fierce falcon. And that wasn’t all. The small blade at the end of the spear was filled with mana and Hardaim’s frightening murderous intent, giving off a blue glow as it came for my neck.
    

    
      ‘Impressive!’
    

    
      
        Cla-cla-cla-clang!
      
    

    
      I had a good sense for the sword, but I could never match up to Duke Hardaim in the time spent simply training. I could fight on even footing because my body was honed by the mana of a Grand Blade Master and I had the assistance of mana, but if I had still been at the Blade Master level, I might have been defeated long ago.
    

    
      ‘He’s one step higher than Count Kaldain!’
    

    
      Hardaim was even more skilled than Count Kaldain, the Empire’s Berserker. In addition, once the duel started, the look in Hardaim’s eyes settled to the stillness of an enlightened monk’s gaze.
    

    
      ‘This is where it ends!’
    

    
      But I could not lose. He might be more knowledgeable about the sword, but the end had already been decided by my mana.
    

    
      
        Whiiiiiiiiir!
      
    

    
      As my mana core activated, all of my dantians were unlocked.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The next moment, the color of the Aura Blade surrounding my sword changed. In this duel that was so fierce that there was no chance for me to unleash my Master technique, my sword began to glow with a clear blue light.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      Hardaim personally confirmed that Kyre was a high-circle magic swordsman. But even if Kyre were to have spent his entire life swinging his sword, he thought that Kyre wouldn’t be able to compare to the decades Hardaim had lived while being evaluated as having a genius talent for the sword.
    

    
      His prediction was correct. Although he had the advantage of using a spear, a weapon that could be called somewhat unfair in a battle between knights, Kyre fell short of Hardaim’s genius understanding and utilization of his weapon. He was hopeful that if things went well, he could defeat Kyre and restore his lost honor.
    

    
      However, his hopes were cut short. Kyre’s sword suddenly changed, turning into a sword that even Hardaim had never seen in person and had only heard of in legends.
    

    
      ‘G-Grand Blade Master!’
    

    
      It was so. To his shock, the color of the mana gathering at the end of Kyre’s sword showed that he had reached the level of a Grand Master, where there was nothing one could not cut.
    

    
      ‘I can’t believe it!’
    

    
      He was surprised and scared, but Hardaim could not possibly comprehend how this could be. Unless Kyre was a dragon, how could he possibly have become a 7th Circle mage and a Grand Blade Master at his age?
    

    
      Hardaim clenched down hard on his teeth.
    

    
      “Huuup!”
    

    
      He pierced his spear with the last of his strength, unleashing the secret spear technique passed down in his family, Great Shooting Star.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Cla-cla-cla-cla-cla-clang.
      
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Holy…”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      Who could have known that the sound of glass falling from a height could be so sharp and clear? Dozens of mana blades looking like shooting stars falling in a flash of blue light shattered into pieces. And with it, came a clear and ringing sound.
    

    
      “Guh…”
    

    
      A low groan came from the depths of someone’s lungs.
    

    
      He was cut.
    

    
      Up until moments ago, all of the knights thought that Count Kyre was in danger. Along with a short grunt, dozens of materialized mana blades came shooting from Duke Hardaim’s spear, aiming not just for Count Kyre’s body, but all of the places he could flee to. But the Duke’s blades disappeared, like an illusion cracking and breaking. Like a human holding a sword and foolishly fighting a furiously stormy sky, Duke Hardaim’s mana blades were all shattered by a lightning bolt bearing God’s rage, turning into hundreds of shards.
    

    
      “G-Grand Master…”
    

    
      “Oh… Gods above.”
    

    
      The knights watching with clenched hands simultaneously uttered cries akin to screams. They, knights who had received a top, elite education, had just witnessed something. They saw that an absolute being who could break the secret art of a Master was on a different level entirely.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Like I thought, it’s really amazing!’
    

    
      The difference between enlightenment in magic and swordsmanship was paper thin. Even I found myself surprised by the practical power of the Grand Blade Master level. Not only did my sword completely destroy every blade of a Blade Master’s secret art, but it also cleanly sliced off Duke Hardaim’s mithril-alloy spear. I only put a little more strength into my lower abdomen than when I fought Count Kaldain, but I ended up cutting his spear.
    

    
      The moment Hardaim’s spear was sliced, the mana covering its length shattered, and Duke Hardaim was injured. He was looking blankly at his broken spear, his face having gone pale.
    

    
      “Kuku. Kukukuhahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      ‘Looks like the shock was too great.’
    

    
      Duke Hardaim suddenly burst out in laughter.
    

    
      
        Fwip, clatter.
      
    

    
      Then, he threw the spear in his hand to the ground.
    

    
      “It was an awesome duel, Count Kyre!”
    

    
      “I think the same.”
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      ‘This gentleman is really rotten in the head. What’s he thanking me for?’
    

    
      I really couldn’t understand Duke Hardaim’s words.
    

    
      “If not for the Grand Master level you showed me, I would have ended my life on the spot. But not anymore. I will, without fail, rise to the level of a Grand Master and fight with you once again!”
    

    
      ‘Holy shit…’ I thought, flabbergasted. He sure was one intense, tenacious dude. Any other noble or knight who had suffered such a defeat would have made themselves scarce out of depression, but fighting spirit was blazing from this guy’s eyes.
    

    
      “I’ll take you on anytime.”
    

    
      ‘I’m just as rotten.’
    

    
      Since when did I turn into one of the masters that appeared in martial arts novels? I ended up saying something cheesy while showing a victor’s magnanimity.
    

    
      “I shall head back now. From this moment forth, our Kerpe Kingdom army will completely withdraw from Empire territory. And in the future, as long as Count Kyre exists, we shall not cross into Bajran land.”
    

    
      He was defeated, but from start to finish, Hardaim never let go of his pride and firmly said Kerpe was retreating.
    

    
      “Many thanks.”
    

    
      I could mercilessly impose sanctions for the defeated, but I didn’t. The Bajran Empire was the cause of this war. It was right that things ended like this.
    

    
      ‘Phew, is it finally over now?’
    

    
      Compared to everything that happened, you couldn’t say that much time had passed. However, that wasn’t really how I felt. Without me, Nerman was constantly in danger. I was as protective of Nerman as a father was of his daughter.
    

    
      “All forces, return to the Imperial City!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!!!”
    

    
      Though they weren’t my knights, the Imperial Skyknights loudly acquiesced to my command. Looking at them, my ambition grew by leaps and bounds.
    

    
      ‘Alright, being an emperor’s no big deal. It’s not like anyone would complain if I made an Imperial Guard of my own.’
    

    
      Now, there really was no one left for me to be afraid of. The day Nerman found its peace, I wanted to try playing(?) emperor.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 177: From One Love to the Next
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Will you truly be leaving tomorrow…?”
    

    
      All of the Kingdom Coalition armies returned to their kingdoms, and the nobles and soldiers captured as prisoners were released. The faction of nobles that fanned Poltviran’s tyranny were punished, and the people who had made significant contributions to the war or were wrongly stripped of their titles were appointed new noble peerages or were promoted to a higher rank. 
    

    
      ‘It’s really time for me to go now, you know.’
    

    
      The Bajran Capital wasn’t stable yet, so I ended up spending a whole three days helping out with the aftermath. I wanted to go back to Nerman on the very day I returned from fighting Hardaim, but little Razcion and Igis held me back.
    

    
      “Igis, nothing can endanger Bajran anymore. It’s a shame I can’t see Razcion’s enthronement, but my mind is anxious because of the Nerman people who are waiting for me.”
    

    
      It was late at night. After dealing with state affairs in the still very young Razcion’s stead, Igis came to my VIP room. Tears pooled in her eyes as she sent waves of sadness my way.
    

    
      “Yes… I am well aware. It’s just that… this girl’s heart longs endlessly to see you.”
    

    
      As wise as she was, there was no way she didn’t know my feelings. And it wasn’t like I didn’t know the feelings of this love-blinded girl.
    

    
      “Igis…”
    

    
      I murmured her name as I carefully lifted the smooth jawline in my embrace, and Igis responded with eyes full of intense love.
    

    
      “I will come to pick you up soon. Until then, be well.”
    

    
      I felt her give a small nod in my hand.
    

    
      “I love you.”
    

    
      A whisper of love gently floated into my ears.
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      And before I knew it, my lips were full of her red ones, and from her lips came a moan that tickled my ear and melted my heart, flowing out like sweet fruit juice.
    

    
      I drew in Igis’ willow-thin and curvy waist with my left hand, and a long, long kiss ensued.
    

    
      “Ah…” After our long, dream-like kiss ended, Igis breathed a sigh of happiness. “Come… quickly. Kyre, until the day you come, this girl will be sleeplessly waiting for you.”
    

    
      The woman in my embrace weaved a spell of sweet words.
    

    
      “I love you…”
    

    
      It might be cliché, but I didn’t think there was any better phrase to say to the person you loved. I whispered my love, drawing Igis deeper into my embrace. When I returned to Nerman, I wouldn’t be able to see her for a while.
    

    
      As I did so, I prayed to the gods for her wellbeing…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “H-How did you know?”
    

    
      “Why, afraid I might ask to come with you?”
    

    
      I was amazed a person could change this much. I had also changed in my demeanor towards Countess Irene—now, I naturally used casual speech with her. She was gazing at me with her arms crossed, a calm smile on her face.
    

    
      “If you want, I don’t mind if we go back together.”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      Unfortunately for her, she was hardly my match in verbal sparring. Her face steadily reddened at a single word from me. But then, she counterattacked with a smile.
    

    
      “Did you soothe the Princess well?”
    

    
      “W-What?”
    

    
      “Hoho, why so embarrassed? You know exactly what I mean.”
    

    
      ‘This girl is more sly than she looks.’
    

    
      Countess Irene was always so calm no matter who was present, be it the Crown Prince or anyone else. I changed my evaluation of her.
    

    
      “What, jealous? Want me to do the same for you?”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      ‘You can’t respond, so why mess around? Heh.’
    

    
      She was many years my senior, but Irene had long since become one of the women stamped with my mark.
    

    
      By the time I finished coaxing Igis, it was already early dawn. I walked to the hangar where Bebeto was sleeping, planning to leave without saying goodbye now that it was morning in case the sight of Igis’ face made my resolve quaver. That’s where I bumped into Countess Irene. She was lying in ambush(?) for me, as if she knew I would be leaving at such an early hour.
    

    
      “Don’t hurt them. The Princess… and the hearts of the women who love you, Kyre,” Irene said, meeting my intense, silent gaze. Her long, silver hair was reddening slightly under the rising daybreak.
    

    
      ‘I wasn’t planning on it, sis.’
    

    
      They were women I met through all sorts of difficulties and hurdles, so how could I possibly throw them away? As long as they were understanding of me, it was fine with me. I was planning on becoming an emperor for their sake. I wanted to make all of the women who loved me into empresses, not just queens.
    

    
      “...And stop being such a playboy now, will you? It’s not just one or two, aren’t you being a little excessive?”
    

    
      ‘Eh?’
    

    
      The mood suddenly shifted. Irene went from telling me to not hurt the women who loved me, to scolding me like a nagging wife. Her brow cocked in exasperation was cute.
    

    
      “Be careful. I also… have a limit to what I can endure.”
    

    
      ‘Jesus. Is it really okay for you to confess your love like this?’
    

    
      If she had no feelings towards me, there would be no reason for her to get mad. The fact that she was warning me meant that she wanted to be deeply linked to my life.
    

    
      “Haha. I’ll accept your warning with gratitude.”
    

    
      People said that age differences were nothing in the face of love. Even though she was older than me, I spoke casually with her, and Irene didn’t pay any heed to what was technically disrespectful.
    

    
      “Hmph! Playboy.”
    

    
      Though she cursed me as a playboy, this loveable woman came early in the morning to see me off.
    

    
      “Thanks,” I murmured, hugging her tightly.
    

    
      “Ah!” Irene cried out, clearly startled by my sudden hug. “L-Let me go, you knave. The knights will see.”
    

    
      “Who cares if they see? If I like you, that’s that. Don’t like it?”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      Once again, Irene was left with no response. She might be a bit older than me, but she knew what she liked and didn’t like.
    

    
      “Wait for me. I’ll hit you up in a little while. When that happens, tidy up all the loose ends and come to Nerman.”
    

    
      Using a 21st century turn of speech, I released Irene. Then, I left a light kiss mark on her forehead.
    

    
      “Thanks for coming to see me off.”
    

    
      “It was nothing…” Irene mumbled, looking embarrassed. If the other knights who knew her saw this side of her, they would have probably fallen over, frothing at the mouth. The haughty Countess Irene who was like a goddess to all of the Imperial Skyknights was simply a woman thirsty for love in front of me.
    

    
      “I’m sure you’ll do well, but take care of Igis and Razcion.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      “Alright, I’m going now.”
    

    
      “Yeah…”
    

    
      It was sad, but I had to leave. Word of Nerman’s safety came flying into the capital every day, but I couldn’t relax.
    

    
      “Ready, Bebeto?”
    

    
      
        Guoooooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto, who was now the recipient of proper kingly treatment even in an imperial hangar, answered me with an energetic cry.
    

    
      ‘Magic is really convenient.’
    

    
      In preparation for an occasion like today, I engraved a Warp magic array onto Bebeto’s wyvern armor. Unfortunately, since I didn’t have a second Grade 1 magic crystal, I couldn’t Warp straight to Nerman. However, there was another way, using the Grade 2 magic crystal stored in my chest pocket. It wasn’t a direct Warp to Nerman, but we would probably be able to reach the Bajran Empire borders near the Rual Mountains.
    

    
      ‘Good thing I raided the Imperial Magic Tower, seriously.’
    

    
      The Tower Master of the Imperial Magic Tower, Marquis Kermon, had gone into hiding in fear of Poltviran’s excessive tyranny. As soon as Poltviran died, he appeared before Igis. I threatened him and found out the coordinates of Bajran’s important territories. A coordinate was something that could only be found by researching places with stabilized mana flow and by using magical techniques, a time consuming process. It was pretty annoying and required a lot of effort, so coordinates were one of the most tightly kept secrets in every magic tower.
    

    
      ‘Alright, let’s go then.’
    

    
      It was time to leave. With one last stroke of Irene’s silver hair, I jumped onto Bebeto’s back.
    

    
      “See you…” Irene murmured, looking at me with eyes full of sadness.
    

    
      I sent her a bright smile. Then, I turned my attention to the Warp.
    

    
      “Oh brothers of mana, you who open dimensions upon dimensions. I hereby relay unto you my will and ask that you realize my intent…”
    

    
      As I carefully chanted the incantation, I inputted the coordinates in my head and poured my will into my mana. There wasn’t a reception magic array at our arrival point, so I had to put my full focus on carefully casting the spell.
    

    
      “Warp!”
    

    
      The moment all of the coordinate calculations were complete, I uttered the last word of the incantation.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      I was instantly covered by the light of mana, and I closed my eyes, thinking of the nauseating feeling of teleportation that was coming. Then, Bebeto and I warped, leaving behind the Bajran Empire, the stage of another chapter in my life.
      

    

    
      A storm of rumors was billowing on the Kallian Continent. It became known that Emperor Poltviran of the Great Bajran Empire, who was regarded as a tyrant, perished by suicide in the face of the invasion by the four kingdoms and the succession dispute instigated by Duke Garvit, who raised Prince Razcion to the throne. An even more shocking rumor was that a single person, the Lord of Nerman, was responsible for dealing such a devastating blow to the Four Kingdom Coalition, the same forces that were sending the Bajran Empire on the road of destruction, that the fate of the kingdoms was jeopardized.
    

    
      Within those rumors, something truly unbelievable was also mixed in: that the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, had ascended to become a 7th Circle archmage and a Grand Blade Master.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “A magic swordsman, you say… Huhu. I’m surprised that someone among the humans has reached such a stage.”
    

    
      In the Shining Black Magic Tower, where the mana of darkness was pursued, the space used by the tower master was—unlike in other magic towers—the underground area, the largest place in the tower. There, the new Tower Master, or rather, the person who became the master of the black mages, vocalized his surprise while looking over the information gathered by his subordinates. He could also acquire this information while staying in the capital, but the information sent by the shadow organizations pervading the Continent was faster and more precise.
    

    
      “Oh mighty Lord of Darkness, even so, he is still only a 7th Circle magic swordsman. If the Lord were to come forth, he would be nothing before the Lord’s might.”
    

    
      The skinny-as-a-lich former Shining Tower Master, Galuaice, sent flattering words to his master while on his knees.
    

    
      “That makes him all the more impressive. From what I have heard, he isn’t yet twenty, but he’s already a 7th Circle magic swordsman… It makes one concerned that a being from one of the bored races has descended.”
    

    
      The 8th Circle Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas, had nothing in the world to fear. But in the past, after reaching the 8th Circle, he suffered a deep injury while attempting to conquer Haildrian, the Ice Empire far removed from the Kallian Continent. He was then forced to wait many long, long years for a host. They were painful years of waiting, and he would have never been able to revive if not for black magic.
    

    
      He safely recovered all of his former strength, but his memory of those years was the reason why he was still laying low. He wasn’t even able to conquer the Ice Empire Haildrian, so he was being extremely cautious, since he didn’t know what kind of beings might be living in Kallian, a continent with an even greater populace.
    

    
      Among those potential beings, the most terrifying were dragons. They had not appeared in their original forms in the human world for thousands of years, but dragons held the greatest power in the Middle Realm. Even an 8th Circle black magic swordsman would have no choice but to bow before a dragon.
    

    
      “Oh Immortal of Darkness, there are no dragons in the Middle Realm. Even if there were dragons here, due to their verbal oath, they must live in bodies with restricted powers incapable of their original strength. The Immortal need not fear any existence on the Continent, for the Immortal possesses even greater strength than such dragons.”
    

    
      Galuaice, a 7th Circle mage and the former Tower Master of Shining, knew many things. Of course, it wasn’t as if Altakas didn’t know that either. However, Altakas could not forget the painful experience he had once undergone.
    

    
      “Huhuhu. The Deathknight Corps will soon be complete. On top of that, 100,000 soldiers of darkness and hundreds of thousands of monsters will be under my command. When that happens, the Continent shall become very, very aware of my name.” 
    

    
      He was born as a human, but wishing to live with an evil soul, Altakas stepped onto the path of darkness. The emotions rippling in his chest were destruction and carnage. Evil yin-attribute mana billowed from his entire body.
    

    
      “What would the Lord like to do with Nerman? If the Lord of Darkness were to give the command, we shall wipe out all life there.”
    

    
      Galuaice’s voice was overflowing with confidence. His face was slick with the characteristic craftiness of a black mage who was in ecstasy from the even greater power of darkness gained by submitting to a stronger existence.
    

    
      “Not yet. If we reveal our strength now, we could be inviting the rage of the entire Continent. It’s an issue that should be considered after converting all of them to mages of darkness, just as planned. Also… I will soon gain true power. The true power of darkness, which no other mage in the world has achieved! Kuhahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Altakas let out a great guffaw, delighted by something only he knew. When he laughed, the darkness mana filling the hall rippled and rolled, almost as if it were a part of Altakas’ body.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 178: Solo Life is Heaven, Couple Life is Hell!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Yaaaawn!”
    

    
      After casting Warp from the Bajran Imperial City at the break of dawn, Bebeto and I arrived in the yard of some viscount’s castle. Upon my sudden arrival, there was a bout of initial chaos, but everyone made themselves scarce after recognizing Bebeto and I. It might be a countryside viscount household, but there wasn’t a single person who didn’t know what kind of person I was.
    

    
      Bebeto and I then flew over the Rual Mountains directly to my mansion. The Grade 2 magic crystal was completely drained by the long-distance Warp, so it was faster to fly over the mountains rather than to wait for the mana to recharge.
    

    
      “Nothing beats being at home.”
    

    
      After crossing the mountains, we happily flew through the perfectly uneventful skies of Nerman and arrived at my Nerman mansion. As soon as we touched down, I told Derval to not wake me unless something urgent happened and fell into a dead sleep. I wasn’t all that physically tired, but many psychologically shocking things had taken place, so my soul was fatigued. As a result, by the time I woke up after getting my fill of rest, night had already descended in full force outside.
    

    
      “Nnnnghhhh!”
    

    
      Stretching widely, I got up from my bed. As expected of a luxury bed made by dwarven hands, sleeping on it made all my fatigue fly away.
    

    
      
        Gruuuumble.
      
    

    
      “Alright, I hear you. I’ll feed you.”
    

    
      After getting plenty of rest, I was hungry. I wasn’t treated poorly in the Garvit Duchy or the Bajran Capital, but nothing satisfied me as much as eating rice after taking a warm shower in my home.
    

    
      “It’s been a while, shall we throw a grilled pork belly party?”
    

    
      The territory had rolled along well even without me. I suddenly wanted to have a beer with my hard-working knights.
    

    
      While entertaining various thoughts, I opened the door to my terrace and walked out.
    

    
      
        Shalala, shalala.
      
    

    
      The refreshing evening breeze came blowing over right on cue. I filled my lungs to the brim with fresh air full of clean natural energy that couldn’t be bought with any amount of money in the 21st century.
    

    
      “Nice!!!”
    

    
      What could this be called but the joy of a homeowner? I remembered how my mom and dad jumped for joy after closing on a house. They were so happy purchasing a house that didn’t have a fountain, a pond, or a garden thousands of square meters large, a house inferior to even Bebeto’s hangar. I was pretty curious as to what kind of expression they would make if they knew I lived in a castle.
    

    
      “My parents are doing well, right…?”
    

    
      When my thoughts turned to my parents, I automatically looked into the sky. Painted above me in the sky was a splash of galaxies, unobscured by light pollution. The Big Dipper that could be seen from any location in South Korea wasn’t there, but it felt like the solar system might be somewhere beyond those stars.
    

    
      “I’m sure Master is taking good care of them.”
    

    
      I did my best to reassure myself that Master wouldn’t ill-treat my parents after dimensionally teleporting me without warning to the Kallian Continent. Though, to be honest, my parents weren’t ones to be shaken one iota even if I disappeared for several years. When I was a kid, a friend of my grandpa read my fortune and physiognomy and said that I would live a long, long life and was country-governing-president material. My parents resolutely believed in those words. They probably didn’t even know that this son of theirs was in such a faraway place. I could guess that my wily master had employed a smokescreen operation, saying something or another about special education.
    

    
      “I have to get to the 8th Circle to be able to approach magic related to dimensional teleportation… I wonder when I’ll get there.”
    

    
      With a little exaggeration, the difference between a 7th and 8th Circle mage was like heaven and earth. I heard that back when Master was rampaging on the Kallian Continent, there were quite a few 7th Circle mages around. Despite that, no empire or magic tower was able to defy Master. And now, the task of reaching the 8th Circle was on my shoulders. It felt like the matters of a remote and far land.
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      While I was looking at the stars in the distance, I spotted a bird flying over to my castle under the shine of the moon and stars. The wyverns patrolling the skies approached before quickly turning away and returning to their original positions.
    

    
      “Narmias!”
    

    
      To my surprise, a harpy, the king eagle exclusive to the elves, was flying to my terrace. She must have found out that I had returned. My brief melancholy disappeared without a trace.
    

    
      
        Kioooooo.
      
    

    
      I heard the characteristic cry of a harpy as Narmias reached my terrace in no time at all. Then, in response to Narmias suddenly leaping down from 5 meters in the air out of some sense of urgency, I uttered a cry of surprise.
    

    
      “Woah!”
    

    
      “Lord Kyre!”
    

    
      Narmias called out my name as she buried herself in my arms.
    

    
      ‘S-She’s crying? Did something happen?’
    

    
      Thanks to the Nerman construction work, the elves were mingling with humans, but it was an ironclad rule of theirs to return to the Elven Village at sunset. So it was highly unusual for Narmias to come looking for me in the dark evening, and with a face full of worry, at that.
    

    
      “Did something happen? Why are you crying?” I asked in a hurry, surprised.
    

    
      “I am so glad you’re okay. In the few days you were away, I was plagued by nightmares. Huge black clouds that covered Nerman were… sob sob.”
    

    
      The elves considered mental self-restraint for anything but the most severe occurrences a virtue. Narmias might be bold when it came to love, but she didn’t show her emotions so readily. She was asking about my wellbeing in tears. How terrible had those nightmares been to make her come here at night in defiance of the elven taboo?
    

    
      “It’s alright. I’m perfectly fine, see?”
    

    
      I consoled Narmias, giving her a tight hug.
    

    
      ‘Just what in the world is happening right now?’ Before leaving Nerman, Aramis also told me about the oracle she received. ‘Black clouds… black clouds.’
    

    
      Narmias definitely had a more pure soul than any human. I didn’t know exactly what she dreamed of, but I could certainly tell that it was something ominous.
    

    
      ‘Come… No matter who you are, I’ll crush you.’
    

    
      But I wasn’t scared. No matter what came to block my way, I would destroy them all and advance forward. In order to protect everything I held dear, I would never back down. Even if my opponent was death itself…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “The Emperor of the Bajran Empire committed suicide? And all of the surrounding kingdoms that invaded the Empire retreated in defeat?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty. And all of it is said to have been caused by one person.”
    

    
      “You said that person was the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, correct? The person that boy is serving as his lord.”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      In the Imperial City of the Opern Empire, the ruler of the southern region of the Kallian Continent, the generous-faced Emperor Rubert von Opern III was looking over the incoming reports of the continent’s affairs as he chatted with Yarvaison, his friend and the most important noble of the Empire. The matters described in the papers had happened in the northern region of the Continent, but it wasn’t as if they had no impact on the southern region.
    

    
      With the collapse of the Bajran Empire as the trigger, the northern kingdoms would begin to wage territorial wars, and in time, the chaos would spread to the surrounding kingdoms. Then, the entire continent would be swept by the bloody winds of war—that was what the Continent’s history foretold.
    

    
      But the coming storm was stopped in its tracks by one person.
    

    
      “I’d like to meet him once.”
    

    
      “Nerman is not yet stable, so I think it will be difficult to meet him for the time being.”
    

    
      “I imagine so. But still, I want to meet him. This feeling of wanting to leave the palace for the first time in a while, don’t you feel it too?”
    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty…”
    

    
      Yarvaison felt cold sweat drip down his back at the Emperor’s dangerous remark. Those words shouldn’t be said. Several years had passed since the Crown Prince took on his father’s ridiculous bet and left to see the world. Even though he knew where the Crown Prince was living, Yarvaison had been sitting on pins and needles for ages, fretful that something might happen to him. So it was no laughing matter for the Emperor to express a desire to run away from home(?) this time, wanting to meet the Lord of Nerman.
    

    
      “If you truly feel that way, then please have a good trip.”
    

    
      “Oh! Do you mean it?!”
    

    
      Yarvaison was a vassal in rank, but his affection towards the Imperial Family was so great that even the Emperor heeded him.
    

    
      “Only, you must first receive permission from Her Majesty the Empress.”
    

    
      “Cough…”
    

    
      The Emperor let out a cough at the mention of the Empress, the liveliness in his face just now fizzling out into nothingness. He might be an emperor in command of the Empire, but he was helpless before the Empress, who had made his insides twist and churn when they were younger. Just a few moments ago, he was subjected to a long session of nagging to bring back the Crown Prince.
    

    
      “If it troubles you, should I relay the message? The message that Your Majesty wants to go out into the world and light one final wick of romance.”
    

    
      Having experienced the Emperor’s young days in detail, or rather, very painfully, Yarvaison extended a generous offer.
    

    
      “F-Forget it.”
    

    
      “Do you truly have no unresolved feelings?”
    

    
      “I said forget it. Ahem ahem, how could I possibly abandon the wellbeing of the Empire and go sightseeing. That aside, I think the time has come to bring the Crown Prince, that rascal, back home. He’s reached the age where he should meet his match and leave behind heirs. The Empress must also want to see the brat; she’s been deeply steeped in anxiety lately.”
    

    
      “Understood. I will have His Highness the Crown Prince contacted.”
    

    
      “Yes, do that. Perhaps I have also grown old, because I also wish to see my grandchildren toddling about, like you.”
    

    
      “Your Majesty…”
    

    
      Time had flown, and the Emperor had passed his 40s and was approaching his mid-50s. He could still be said to be young, but most commoners at that age were grandparents.
    

    
      The Emperor of the Opern Empire also wanted to try experiencing the joys of the common people. The wish was strong enough that he even wanted to see the Crown Prince, who had left home in a fit of rebelliousness.
      

      

    

    
      “The middling merchant groups have come to the territory?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege. Among the merchants who have been unable to cross into our borders due to suppression by the Laviter Empire’s threats, the middling merchants have begun to cross over first and conduct trade. I believe the newly crowned Emperor of the Bajran Empire proclaiming that Nerman would be an eternal ally at his coronation had a very large impact.”
    

    
      ‘Of course.’
    

    
      Thinking about the kiddo made me feel a flush of satisfaction. Over a month had already passed since returning to Nerman. The seasons were preparing to transition from spring to summer, and young Razcion safely dealt with the Empire’s trash and ascended to the throne. During his coronation, he proclaimed to all the neighboring kingdoms and the important personages of the Continent that Nerman was an eternal ally tightly linked to Bajran’s fate. On top of that, the Inquisition hearing called on me was cleanly cancelled. Excluding the major merchant companies that conducted trade with the Laviter Empire, the middling merchant groups that had much profit to earn in Nerman were moving quickly.
    

    
      “Release it.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “The storehouse is full of salt, yes?”
    

    
      “Of course, sir. The temporary shed we built is also full, so we are currently building large storehouses in the vicinity.”
    

    
      I thought of the clean white salt that could only be produced in Nerman. Thanks to the unpolluted sea, the salt had almost zero impurities. There was no way rock salt or thermal salt could compare.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. I might not have a monopoly, but a lot of people will be scared shitless now.’
    

    
      Salt was an essential substance for survival. Up until now, the major merchant groups held a monopoly over it through trades with empires or kingdoms. If the middling merchants moved, the big fish would definitely show up. Anyone with half a wit would already know about Nerman’s salt production capacity, which was like a goose laying golden eggs. 
    

    
      “Sell it 20% cheaper than the price we offered the black merchant group.”
    

    
      “U-Understood,” responded Derval, stunned by my exceptional offer.
    

    
      ‘We can’t be too greedy.’
    

    
      Salt production was nearly cost-free, requiring only labor costs. We had already secured enough provisions and salt to feed the Nerman populace for several years. There was no need to keep an excess locked up in our warehouses.
    

    
      “Also, sell off the weapons at a cheap price to any who want them. Clearing them out by making a deal with the Mercenary Guild would also be a good method.”
    

    
      I drove a hard deal with the black merchants, but I didn’t mind selling cheaply to mercenaries. They were basically ordinary folk, and even if we kept the weapons around, they would only gather rust.
    

    
      “The border fortress has nearly entered the final stage of completion, yes?”
    

    
      “It is around 90% complete. If the defensive magic array and the anti-air defensive weapons were to be installed, it could begin operation today.”
    

    
      We were maintaining perfect ally relationships with Bajran, the Temir on the other side of the Litore Mountains, Kesmire, and the Havis Kingdom. But the Laviter Empire was still like a thorn in the side, but way more annoying. According to the intel I checked on a daily basis, they had dispatched at least twice the auxiliary forces to the corps at the Havis Kingdom borders and the Kovilan Mountains bordering Nerman. If they put their mind to it, we could come face to face with the enemy’s infantry within a month.
    

    
      ‘From now on, I will never allow the enemies to come into Nerman’s interior.’
    

    
      In the past, we drew the enemies all the way to Denfors and waged decisive battles there because our strength was lacking, but there was no need for that anymore. Our national defense and the movement of goods were unfolding swiftly due to the defensive fort, walls, and roads quickly approaching completion. The fort at the border that rivaled Denfors Castle would become the face of Nerman’s growing national power.
    

    
      “If need be, you may also trade the surplus goods produced by the dwarves. Also, don’t forget to ensure that the merchants can never travel anywhere but Denfors.”
    

    
      “I have never forgotten your commands, my liege.”
    

    
      I couldn’t give foreigners the freedom of movement through my territory like in the 21st century. We were supplying the necessary key goods as needed by mobilizing our steadily growing administrative force, and merchants were being nurtured from within Nerman itself. Merchants coming in from other nations were restricted to trading only with Denfors merchants who received permission from Nerman authorities. Nerman was not just the home of me and other humans. It was possible for people with malicious intent to pull wicked acts on the dwarves or elves, so I paid special care.
    

    
      “Is the reassignment of the troops going well?”
    

    
      “Just as you commanded, besides the required personnel from the soldiers stationed in Orakk Castle, the rest are being reassigned to the border fort. Other than a few problematic people among the soldiers that surrendered from the Laviter Empire, they are being reassigned along with the Nerman soldiers.”
    

    
      It wasn’t that I couldn’t trust people who surrendered, but that I was worried that the Laviter Empire might have threatened them. Because there was a possibility that they might open the castle gate or destroy an important facility in the middle of a battle in order to ensure the safety of their families, there had been a short probation period for them. Excluding the suspicious people, I commanded my people to accept the rest as Nerman soldiers.
    

    
      “The reassignment of the Skyknights is also complete, I assume?”
    

    
      “Yes, sir. The 2nd Flight stationed in Orakk Castle has been transferred to the new covert of the border fort, and a number of the Skyknights from Fort Ciaris’ 3rd Flight and Denfors’ 1st Flight, plus newly trained and appointed Skyknights, have been turned into a 4th Flight and assigned to Fort Dalphoia, the key stronghold situated in the Lovent Administrative Division.”
    

    
      The knights and I had put our heads together to establish the 4th Flight. When our wyvern numbers exceeded 400, we split the three existing flights to create a new one. The territory wasn’t all that large, but it also couldn’t be called small. We created several secret guard posts near the Kovilan Mountains and also arranged a new covert there in preparation for an attack by the Laviter Empire. We had just enough wyverns in each flight to maintain uninterrupted patrol coverage at all times.
    

    
      “Any other new important information?”
    

    
      “Not yet, sir.”
    

    
      ‘It’s weird because it’s too quiet.’
    

    
      My days had been so hectic that the peace felt strange. Laviter had always been low-key, but the rest of the Continent was just as incredibly quiet. The Tove Kingdom that invaded the Onsk Kingdom also turned their forces around and returned to the kingdom as soon as they heard word of the Kerpe Kingdom’s defeat.
    

    
      ‘That Altakas guy keeps worrying me.’
    

    
      I didn’t hear more from Aramis after she received the oracle, though that was in part due to how busy she was because of the priest cadets that came from all over Kallian to see the extraordinarily gifted Saintess.
    

    
      ‘It won’t be that all the major temples will be built on this small territory at this rate, right?’
    

    
      I firmly stated that donations, an important source of income for the temples, would be fundamentally prohibited, but that didn’t stop all of the temples from rushing over to express their desire to build a temple in Nerman. They all asked me to build a temple like the Temple of Nerman, saying they would agree to my conditions.
    

    
      It was a real pain to deal with. The people of Nerman were already satisfied with Aramis, the paladins serving her, and the new priests devoted to other gods. We couldn’t furnish each household with holy water, but we could afford to supply each village with ten bottles of the highest quality holy water for emergency use. Also, unless they were elderly people on the verge of returning to God’s embrace, Aramis treated all of the sick for free in the temple. But the temples wanted to offer their services free of charge, and because they were approaching me with their heads bowed, I couldn’t treat them harshly.
    

    
      “If you have nothing else to report, then you can go tend to other matters.”
    

    
      The mistress of Nerman, Derval, had labored so hard that his face looked five years older than his actual age.
    

    
      “My liege…”
    

    
      “What is it, Derval?”
    

    
      Whenever he had something important to ask, Derval hemmed and hawed. He was biting his lips a little as he looked at me.
    

    
      “This is presumptuous of me to say, but…” he trailed off, as if he was going to say something difficult.
    

    
      I quietly waited for his next words. For the sake of the territory and me, Derval never withheld his honest advice. I was sure he had something important to say.
    

    
      “Now that the territory is becoming stable… and the Laviter Empire won’t be able to carelessly provoke Nerman because of the Bajran Emperor’s proclamation, is it not the right time to proceed with that matter?”
    

    
      ‘That matter? What matter?’
    

    
      Derval vaguely brought up “that matter.”
    

    
      “If you’re talking about the establishment of Nerman as a kingdom, then I told you before, did I not?” I said, guessing what he meant.
    

    
      “No, sir. It’s not about the kingdom establishment. It’s possible it is an even more important matter than that.”
    

    
      ‘Dude, are we playing the 21 Questions Game? What in the world is it?’
    

    
      I didn’t want to show my impatient side to Derval, who regarded me as the coolest person in the world, so I kept a broad smile on my face. “What matter are you talking about? If it’s a request from you, I’m prepared to do my best to fulfill it.”
    

    
      “My liege, I think that the time has come for the true mistress of the territory to take her place.”
    

    
      “Th-The true mistress of the territory?”
    

    
      “Yes. That is the wish of us knights and all of Nerman’s people. My liege, the time has come to wed and bear an heir who will continue the Nerman lineage. With your age, it isn’t any faster than other noble households. Rather, in light of the situation the territory is in, it almost feels a little tardy.”
    

    
      ".....!!!"
    

    
      At the word ‘wed,’ my mouth dropped open and stayed open.
    

    
      ‘I’m gonna go nuts. Why are you pushing a young man not even twenty into marriage?!’
    

    
      I was jealous of Bebeto, who had no time to be lonely every night, but I wasn’t mentally prepared yet. I wasn’t even twenty years old! It was true that I wanted to live all lovey-dovey with the women I loved, but I couldn’t just end the youth that hadn’t even had a chance to bloom.
    

    
      “The rumors are already spreading like wildfire. The elf Narmias, Priestess Aramis… and Princess Igis of Bajran, House Petrin’s Lady Hyneth… and more ladies beyond that, in my humble judgement, have given their hearts to you, my liege. If you were to delay marriage in such a situation, then…”
    

    
      Derval couldn’t bring himself to continue. I was sure that he wanted to say that I would be labeled the biggest playboy in the world.
    

    
      ‘Haah, even though I tried my best to be careful…’
    

    
      Well, I wasn’t one to heed the gazes of my knights or people, but I felt my face grow hot at the string of names coming from Derval’s mouth. It wasn’t like he gave a comprehensive list, either. There was also the impassive Skyknight Irene, the Great Shaman of the Temir, Lokoroïa, the pitiful princess of the Havis Kingdom, Rosiathe, Chrisia of the pirate heritage, and Tiavel of the Haildrian Empire. If anything went wrong, even ten fingers might not be enough to count them.
    

    
      “W-We’ll discuss that issue later. There are still many things that need to be settled in the territory first, is that not so?”
    

    
      “Understood. It is a pressing matter that requires attention, so I overstepped my bounds.”
    

    
      “No, if not for you, no one would say something like this to me.”
    

    
      ‘It’s all unfounded fears that I’ll be an old bachelor! Everything was going swell, so why’d you have to bring up marriage?!’
    

    
      Derval was already going past his mid-twenties. When he was listing out the ladies who loved me, I saw his eyes turn cold. Single men liked to curse normies to hell… I couldn’t be sure, but it suddenly occurred to me that Derval might also be a fervent supporter of the phrase “Single life is heaven, couple life is hell.”
    

    
      “You should also start thinking about it. If there’s any lady you like, I’ll give you my full approval.”
    

    
      I couldn’t just take this lying down.
    

    
      “Thank you. If there is any lady you can recommend, this humble one will try his best.”
    

    
      ‘Holy…’
    

    
      Derval jumped on my words with gratitude, as if he’d been waiting for me to say them. I suddenly had the impression that I was the one who lost this round.
    

    
      My closest confidant, Derval… If he wasn’t envious of my love affairs, he probably wasn’t a man.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 179: A Dangerous Invitation
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Why does he want to see me so suddenly?” muttered Tower Master Avaion of Ildorian, the most influential of the Continent’s Seven Great Magic Towers.
    

    
      Upon receiving a sudden summons under the name of the Emperor of the Laviter Empire, Avaion fell into deep thought. Even an emperor could not order the Tower Master of a magic tower to come at his beck and call. It was a long-standing taboo for kingdoms to have formal friendly relations with the magic towers. Invisible, tacit contracts or aid were fine, but open contact between the magic towers, empires, and kingdoms that could significantly influence the state of the continent were forbidden.
    

    
      But today, the summons from Emperor Hadveria of Laviter to the Ildorian Magic Tower broke that invisible taboo, not asking for the dispatch of mages but asking precisely for him, the Tower Master.
    

    
      “It must be because of the Nerman Lord…”
    

    
      Avaion was also stunned by the tremendous reversal that occurred in Bajran. Someone who wasn’t even a tower mage reached the level of 7th Circle magic. When Avaion had his subordinates find out the exact details, he found out that 7th Circle spells that didn’t yet exist had even appeared.
    

    
      “It might be better to just meet face to face like this.”
    

    
      The Laviter Empire was an important employer of mages that the Ildorian Tower could not do without. The fact that over half of the mages working in the Imperial Magic Tower were mages of Ildorian said enough. And Avaion, the leader of such an organization, wanted to capture the Lord of Nerman without fail. He wanted to find out where Kyre’s astonishing magic knowledge was coming from.
    

    
      “Kyre… I will definitely expose your true identity.”
    

    
      As a fellow mage, Avaion, who was blinded by his intense envy towards the Lord of Nerman, had no idea. He didn’t know that Emperor Hadveria’s summons was an invitation letter of death… 
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Incredible!’
    

    
      You could tell why skilled construction personnel were highly valued from the sight before me. The dwarves and elves invested in various construction projects, including Nerman Castle, had created yet another marvelous achievement. The huge and sturdy Nerman border fort was over 20 meters tall and 10 meters wide. The wall fortified with gravel concrete boasted such imposing durability that most magic spells wouldn’t even leave a mark on it.
    

    
      ‘For a fort, practicality trumps appearance.’
    

    
      The border fort, made according to my request to have it constructed as sturdily as possible,  loomed over the land. It was half the size of my castle in Denfors.
    

    
      ‘We’ll install at least 200 ballistas. And we’ll also make a shelter for the soldiers that won’t break under a Blessed Spear attack.’
    

    
      Unless the enemy had several dozen times our number, they wouldn’t be able to do a thing to the Nerman border fort. I just had to connect the circuits of the main defensive array and it would begin its role as Nerman’s gatekeeper in earnest.
    

    
      “Saluuuute!”
    

    
      The knights and soldiers who had already been dispatched to the new fort raised a vigorous military salute towards me as I flew to the hangar. The sharp, neat look of the soldiers standing guard, armed with dwarven-made weapons, was a satisfying sight to behold. I could just imagine all the praises the merchants who went through the fort would sing about Nerman’s development as well as its lord, me.
    

    
      “Salute!”
    

    
      When I landed at the hangar, the Skyknights and Sir Shailt, who was transferred from Orakk Castle to take charge of the border fort, barked another salute.
    

    
      “Haha, it’s fantastic weather for flying.”
    

    
      That was a phrase spoken amongst Skyknights. Skyknights, including me, loved days like this, when white fluffy clouds floated here and there and the wind was gentle and didn’t influence the flight. From atop one’s wyvern, the landscapes of the ground below stretched out in pristine view. Only someone who had experienced it would know. Today was one such day.
    

    
      “Greetings to my liege.”
    

    
      I saw him just a few days ago, but Sir Shailt greeted me enthusiastically. His knightly attitude of serving one’s liege like his life itself always satisfied me to see.
    

    
      “Any problems?”
    

    
      Recently, there was a dramatic increase in merchant traffic. On my way here, I was able to see hundreds of carriages coming and going on Kyre Road. From small-time merchants in groups of twos and threes to merchants fairly large in scale, everyone was scrambling to move Nerman’s salt, provisions, and other goods.
    

    
      Praises for Nerman salt were probably spreading far and wide in the Continent by now. Nerman’s salt was cheap, delicious, and clean. The rushing of the merchants to buy this salt that would unconditionally net a profit was like a colony of ants swarming a block of sugar.
    

    
      “We are taking special care to keep up constant patrols for the protection and monitoring of the merchants.”
    

    
      My lovely knights figured out my intent to a T and went with it. I read the reports every day in my office, but it was a different feeling on-site.
    

    
      “I have faith in you all.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      What more was necessary between a lord and his knights? Trust and loyalty. Those two words were sufficient.
    

    
      ‘This place is constantly manned by 5,000 soldiers, has 2,000 cavalry on standby, as well as one flight of 100 wyverns. Kyaaa! The old Nerman can’t even compare!’
    

    
      Back then, there were quite a lot of soldiers around, but morale was scraping and limping along the ground, the weapons were awful, and the future was uncertain. Such a territory had the luck to meet the right owner and became a haven no inferior to any kingdom. Just thinking about it made me deeply emotional.
    

    
      “Tower Master!”
    

    
      I walked through the fort with Sir Shailt and several other knights, heading towards the ancillary room where the defensive magic array was installed. The small room was attached to the middle of the castle wall. When I showed up, the mages who were first captured as prisoners but were now naturalized Nerman residents rejoiced.
    

    
      ‘It’s crazy how their faces can change that much from a magic formula.’
    

    
      Though they were mages, as combat mages assigned to the army, the Laviter Empire-affiliated mages had received the most contempt from others. Most of them were kicked out of magic towers and forced to make a living off the army. I took those mages and carried out an intense mental re-education(?), then followed that up with an appeasement operation. When they were brainwashed to the point where they would jump awake from a dead sleep to repair spears at my command, I dangled the tantalizing carrot of magic tomes and magic knowledge they would never even be able to touch in their lifetimes in front of them.
    

    
      Most mages were smart people. Knowing they would be otherwise doomed to live and die strapped to the army, they leapt to accept my exceptional offer. Now, they called me ‘Tower Master’ and were Nerman-faction mages.
    

    
      “Hassias, did anything happen?” I asked the mage in his late 30s. His talent was the most distinguished among the turncoat mages, and he gave me his ungrudging loyalty.
    

    
      “Nothing, sir. We were just happy to see you, Tower Master.”
    

    
      Didn’t someone say that for the money-hungry, money was Buddha, for the love-thirsty, a woman was Jesus, and for the affection-starved, a mom’s embrace was heaven? The mages who did a full 180 on their personalities at my unstinting magic support approached me with friendly faces.
    

    
      “Is everything I instructed complete?”
    

    
      “That is… Our magic circuitry knowledge is still insufficient, so we were unable to do the finishing strokes. Tower Master, please exhibit your godly craftsmanship.”
    

    
      “That so? If that’s what you want, then alright.”
    

    
      “Thank you!”
    

    
      Mages were said to be seriously prickly people. They just cooped up in their dens, most of the poor fucks not having much of a chance to have intimate relationships or friends because they were so busy loving magic knowledge and mana. I heard they usually vented their pent-up anger and complaints on the juniors or disciples receiving magic tutelage from them. Instead of teaching them the easy way, they made their pupils walk winding, difficult paths, and they also assigned ridiculous tasks to eliminate people possessing outstanding potential.
    

    
      Among those eliminated talents was the Hassias standing in front of me. He was originally a 4th Circle mage, but with a few words of advice and some magic practice, he jumped right to the 5th Circle. Now, he was the second most proficient in magic arrays in our territory, next to me.
    

    
      ‘It’s a shame, but I have no choice but to make up for the inadequate mana with three Grade 2 magic crystals and a handful of Grade 3s.’
    

    
      I would have gladly stolen a Grade 1 magic crystal, the same kind used in Nerman Castle, just to have it for the fort, but a Grade 1 magic crystal couldn’t be so easily procured. I barely managed to get one from the Haildrian Empire by selling my body and heart.
    

    
      ‘Sometimes, you just gotta make do with what you’ve got. Unless it gets attacked by 8th Circle magic, the fort won’t fall.’
    

    
      I fitted the fort with the strongest defensive array I knew. It had enough mana resistance to be able to tank several 7th Circle spells simultaneously.
    

    
      ‘It’s at times like this that I wish Master were here. He would definitely know where one could find a Grade 1 magic crystal…’
    

    
      Master Aidal was the Emperor when it came to magic and a national-level gangster. There was very little about magic crystals or treasures in the knowledge he gave me. Considering his character that tended to instinctively hoard things, it seemed he erased all the parts that could yield moolah when he did the mana knowledge transfer.
    

    
      “Sir Shailt, the fort will go into full operation from today onwards, so treat the knights and soldiers who have worked hard up until now to a tasty meal and some alcohol.”
    

    
      “By your order!”
    

    
      People were creatures that lived on mood and died on mood. On a day like this, as their lord, it didn’t feel all that bad to treat my men to a meal.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Meh, even this has become boring.”
    

    
      Dozens of huge TV screens were filling the inside of a large underground room. On the cutting-edge screens of the most renowned Korean brand worldwide, broadcasts from nations all over the world were being shown all at once. Watching those TVs with a bored face was a certain elderly man. Like Gandalf from Lord of the Rings, he had a white beard that ran handsomely down to his belly, and his expression was also just as amiable. But a fit of crankiness seemed to have come over him, because he was winding his fingers in his beard with irritation while sitting on a top-of-the-line alligator leather sofa.
    

    
      “I’ve earned all the money I could ever want, tried everything I wanted to eat, did everything I wanted to do, other than women… There’s nothing I wanna do anymore.”
    

    
      He came to this world by opening the door of a dimension far, far away. By combining magic with science to create countless inventions, he earned enough money to make a mountain with more to spare and even gained something called internal chi meditation, something that would allow one to reach the 9th Circle, which allowed him to create a new mana breathing technique. After spending 100 years in this world, there was nothing left for him to do.
    

    
      “I wonder if that kid Hyuk is doing alright. I should have taught him a bit more before sending him, so I hope he hasn’t been skewered by an orc’s wayward spear and turned into bbq.”
    

    
      It was already going on two years since his new disciple Kang Hyuk departed for the other world, but it was only now that the pain-in-the-ass of the Kallian Continent, the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal, began to worry about his disciple. On Earth, his existence was very nearly a secret, but these days, he was sneezing a lot. There was no doubt that someone was talking about him. While thinking about who it could be, he remembered Kang Hyuk, who he had dimensionally teleported to the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      “The food on Earth is all polluted and doesn’t taste good… Wild honey freshly harvested from the cliffside slathered on bread would be ah-mazing at a time like this…”
    

    
      There was no food he hadn’t tried on Earth. However, environmental pollution had worsened, causing the entirety of the planet to ache, so he knew that the vitality in the food had also changed. He had the fastidious senses of an archmage sensitive to mana.
    

    
      “The new magic crystal I got is nearly full of mana, so shall we try going over?”
    

    
      Originally, he hadn’t intended on sending Kang Hyuk the way he did. He might have taught the kid a new mana breathing technique, but his disciple was only at the 4th Circle, so weak he could be crushed in one unlucky turn of events. He wanted to teach Hyuk a little more before sending him out, but because the Made-in-China magic crystal was about to explode, he was unfortunately forced to send Hyuk prematurely.
    

    
      “In all actuality, I’m a pretty gentle man. How come people don’t see that? Tsk tsk.”
    

    
      Aidal had lived such a long, long life that he lost track of his age. He clicked his tongue while thinking of the people who couldn’t appreciate his tender heart. 
    

    
      “Alright then, I’m bored, so going over once and coming back isn’t a bad idea.”
    

    
      Aidal had no intent to permanently hole up on the Kallian Continent. He simply decided to use dimensional teleportation because he was bored as all hell. His decision to go was made not out of concern for his completely unprepared disciple, but out of sheer boredom—they were truly shameless thoughts.
    

    
      “Oh! Come to think of it, it’s about time for that, isn’t it.”
    

    
      Recently, the bored Aidal discovered a new Korean TV program. He’d been greatly enjoying watching the cast that was as shameless as him.
    

    
      “High Kick Through the Roof… Kuku. Mr. Soon-Jae, do your best today as well.”
    

    
      Out of the countless remote controllers, Aidal accurately fished out the one for the TV broadcasting the Korean programs. Stretched out on the sofa, he fixed a blank gaze at the Korean sitcom on the screen. Then, a set of words familiar to all Koreans popped out from the TV.
    

    
      “Hey! You farty butthole!”
      

    

    
      “Welcome, Tower Master Avaion.”
    

    
      The Emperor personally poured top-class wine into a glass for him.
    

    
      “It is a great honor, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      When he was in the Ildorian Magic Tower, Avaion enjoyed authority and wealth on par with the Emperor, but under the legendary aura of the Laviter Empire’s Hadveria, he found himself automatically bowing and raising his glass with a humble expression.
    

    
      ‘He’s a truly terrifying person.’
    

    
      Neither the words “tyrant” nor “wise king” could not be used to describe the cold-hearted Emperor Hadveria. The various things he heard about Hadveria’s personality from the mages dispatched to the Empire could be summed up in one sentence:
    

    
      A truly terrifying person.
    

    
      Avaion was smiling, but sipped the golden cup of red wine to dodge the Emperor’s sharp, cutting gaze.
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      Avaion had tasted very good wines before, but the Emperor’s wine was beyond comparison. It broke noble conduct, but he let out a sigh of admiration.
    

    
      “How is the taste?”
    

    
      “I-I apologize, Your Majesty. It was such a phenomenal taste that I committed an offense.”
    

    
      “Haha, think nothing of it. If the Tower Master finds it delicious, then that brings great happiness to Us.”
    

    
      The Emperor spoke to Tower Master Avaion with a benevolent look, which pleased Avaion. He might be bowing his head to the Emperor, but he had discerned the Emperor’s deference towards him.
    

    
      “It is an honor, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      ‘Huhu. The other Tower Masters wouldn’t know how this feels.’
    

    
      The Emperor’s deference made Avaion smirk. Its pride was wounded because of Nerman, but the ruler of the Kallian Continent was still the Laviter Empire. If the Empire were to back Ildorian, the magic tower would grow even more. Also, his visit to the palace was being done in secret. Because the Emperor’s invitation letter told him to come in secret without anyone knowing, Avaion hadn’t even told the Vice-masters.
    

    
      “Tower Master Avaion, what are your thoughts on the political landscape of the continent right now?” 
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      At the Emperor’s sudden and unexpected question, Avaion was flustered for a moment.
    

    
      “We can no longer permit the disorderly proceedings in this continent to continue.”
    

    
      ‘What! J-Just what is he saying?!’
    

    
      It took a lot to ruffle Tower Master Avaion, but he found himself reeling at the Emperor’s explosive statement.
    

    
      “And so, Tower Master Avaion’s assistance is keenly needed.”
    

    
      “W-What kind of assistance does Your Majesty mean…”
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      Avaion gulped audibly even as he responded. If the Emperor who had nothing to fear was asking for help, that meant he was not saying this lightly. Worst case scenario, the Emperor might even ask for the entirety of the magic tower.
    

    
      “Don’t be so tense. If you agree to my proposal, there is something good in it for the Tower Master as well.”
    

    
      The Emperor smiled, a strange smile that was neither a sneer nor a smile of happiness.
    

    
      Tower Master Avaion was confused. 60 years had passed since he began walking the path of mana, and he had lived for over 70 years. Throughout those years, he overcame many hardships and trials to become the Tower Master of the continent’s top magic tower. 
    

    
      But right now, he was experiencing a greater sense of tension than any other time in his life. Actually, since the Emperor had called him in secret, he had an inkling of what was to come. But there was something that bothered him more than the Emperor’s words. He was feeling a foreign kind of stinging pain, like his skin was being pricked by needles. It almost felt as if a black mage was putting a curse on him.
    

    
      “If Your Majesty would tell me in concrete terms, I will do my utmost to follow Your Majesty’s command.”
    

    
      Calming himself, Avaion probed the Emperor’s inner thoughts.
    

    
      ‘Huh? T-This is…’
    

    
      Just then, Avaion saw red blood flowing from his own nose and dripping to the ground. He was old, but after becoming a 7th Circle archmage, Avaion possessed vitality no inferior to that of a young person thanks to the powerful mana in his body. When he saw his blood, he was seized by a terrible foreboding.
    

    
      “Oh dear, it seems the drug is already kicking in.”
    

    
      ".....!!" Avaion’s head whipped up in alarm at the Emperor’s words. “W-What do you mean by that?”
    

    
      The still clueless Avaion was astonished to see that the Emperor was facing him with an expression full of ridicule.
    

    
      “Kuku. You idiotic mage. The wine you’re drinking is mixed with the soul-restraining drug that only grows in the Demon Realm, Luvitar’s Tears.”
    

    
      “What! L-Luvitar!”
    

    
      Only after becoming an archmage like Avaion, could one read an illustrated book on the Demon Realm’s flora. Knowledge about Luvitar’s Tears was also included in that book. It was a drug used in black mage curses where drinking just one drop would restrain the victim’s soul and cause them to lose control over their bodies. Hearing of the cursed drug that was said to no longer exist scared Avaion out of his wits.
    

    
      “Guh!”
    

    
      Finally realizing something, Avaion hastily activated his mana core. He had the Warp spell memorized at all times in preparation for danger. But despite his attempts to gather his mana, there was no response. He felt none of the powerful mana in a 7th Circle mage’s arsenal, only growing agony.
    

    
      “Ah! I mixed in one other poison in that wine. I’m sure you know about cherpo petals.”
    

    
      “Cherpo petals…”
    

    
      That was the name of a plant all mages feared. Even though it wasn’t a toxic plant, drinking the powder of the dried petals had the effect of causing all of one’s mana to disappear for a set time. Because of that, whenever mages stumbled upon cherpo flowers, they burned them all to oblivion.
    

    
      While Avaion was mumbling in shock, an immense amount of blood flowed from his nose.
    

    
      “Haha. It looks like the drug has fully spread throughout your body now.”
    

    
      Seeing Avaion wobbling while clutching his head, Emperor Hadveria burst out in a delighted guffaw.
    

    
      “Why… would you… the Emperor… to me…”
    

    
      Clutching his dizzy head, Avaion used the last of his consciousness to squeeze out a question. 
    

    
      His ears picked up on a chilling voice. 
    

    
      “Huhuhu. Do you still see me as the Emperor?”
    

    
      
        Sizzzzzzzle.
      
    

    
      With those words, a deluge of darkness mana filled the room.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      And that was the last thing he saw. Before Avaion’s eyes, was an evil devil. That was the last thing Avaion saw as a human.
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        Whiiiiiiiiiiiirrr!
      
    

    
      “Ohhhhh!’
    

    
      “I-It’s activating!”
    

    
      “B-Beautiful!”
    

    
      ‘Seriously, I’m a magic genius. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      The crux of the fort’s defenses, the magic array, was glowing with at least ten different magic lights that indicated a resistance to the four elements—earth, wind, water, and fire—that made up all spells. When the array engraved on the mithril alloy plate gave off a light so strong it was almost blinding, the mages in the room let out entranced cries of admiration. Mages lived and died by magic. For former military mages like them who were practically abandoned by the magic towers, being able to witness this high-circle defensive array was akin to a dream.
    

    
      “Study the magic array properly.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Tower Master!”
    

    
      “Thank you!”
    

    
      The saying ‘All roads lead to Rome’ also applied to magic. It was difficult for normal mages to come in contact with a magic array imbued with high-circle magic knowledge. There were people who were able to overcome their circle walls by looking at such advanced arrays every day. That was why Hassias and the other mages were shouting their gratitude to me.
    

    
      ‘The fort will go into full operation now.’
    

    
      I was very pleased. One by one, things were slotting into place in Nerman. Now, enemies who came by land would be blocked at this fort and wouldn’t be able to walk one step into my territory.
    

    
      ‘I wonder how Rosiathe’s doing.’ I was busy, but Princess Rosiathe of the Havis Kingdom must be just as busy stabilizing her kingdom. ‘Should I go over once?’
    

    
      The Havis Capital wasn’t all that far from the border fort. Now that Nerman was becoming more stable, a desire to have a brief fling(?) sprouted up within me.
    

    
      ‘Alright, might as well go since it’s on my mind.’
    

    
      No one would stop me. Unlike other nobles, I preferred to act alone, without a single guard knight, and there wasn’t a single person in Nerman who would worry about my safety.
    

    
      That’s because everyone knew. They knew that I was worried about them, so I had to take care of myself.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “A-An envoy from the Empire?”
    

    
      The Yukane Kingdom, which bordered the Laviter Empire, was once in an alliance with the now-extinct Perkan Kingdom. Together, they kept the hostile Laviter Empire in check, but because Perkan was annihilated so suddenly that Yukane didn’t even have the chance to help them, the Yukane Kingdom was now walking on eggshells around the Empire. They could only flee the continent or escape to the Baerkain Kingdom, which was a nation that possessed a similar amount of land. However, even if they wanted to escape the continent, they couldn’t even go out to sea due to the Kesmire pirates’ maritime blockade, so all of the kingdom’s commercial activities were occurring through the Empire.
    

    
      An envoy sent by the Laviter Empire arrived in the Yukane Kingdom Capital.
    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty. The Foreign Secretary of the Empire, Marquis Pesocanian, has come in person.”
    

    
      “Mm…” groaned King Lyvaitor at the Lord Chamberlain’s report. He was in his late forties, an age at which he should have plenty of fighting spirit, but the tall and gangly king was a fearful man. Ever since he was taken as a hostage by the Empire and returned, fear towards the Empire had taken firm root in his heart.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, you must refuse the Empire’s requests as much as possible.”
    

    
      Duke Samotuan, who had been carrying out the meeting in the throne room until just moments ago, looked at the King’s frowning face, feeling regret.
    

    
      To be honest, if the Empire wanted to, they could easily make the Yukane Kingdom walk the road of ruin in less than a fortnight. Because of its closed-off terrain, it shared no borders with any kingdoms other than Baerkain, and the nobles and knights alike were all infected with instinctive fear towards the Empire. Even the military power the kingdom held was a little lacking to be called a kingdom. At most, they possessed no more than 400 Skyknights total, and their career soldiers numbered no more than 100,000.
    

    
      It was because the Yukane Kingdom was so vulnerable that they had to be as knowledgeable about the surrounding political situation as possible. The only option available to them was to maintain the kingdom’s existence by not stepping on the Empire’s toes.
    

    
      “I know. Bring in the envoy.”
    

    
      King Lyvaitor managed to agree, giving a limp nod, but his eyes were trembling. The Lord Chamberlain went outside at his words.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, please keep your chin up for a little longer. Yukane will soon be the object of God’s grace,” said the one and only duke of the Yukane Kingdom, Samotuan, in a passionate voice. Having maintained blood relations with the Royal Family for many years and worked hard to be a sturdy pillar of the kingdom, the ducal house was one with the Royal Family.
    

    
      “Sigh… so it should be.”
    

    
      But King Lyvaitor had nearly lost all confidence. He stared at the throne room doors with an anxious gaze.
    

    
      “Your Majesty! Entering, the envoy of the Emperor of the Laviter Empire, Marquis Pesocanian!”
    

    
      From outside the door, the Lord Chamberlain loudly announced the envoy.
    

    
      “Permit his entry.”
    

    
      As careful of the Empire as he was, he was still, at least in name, the king of a kingdom. King Lyvaitor’s voice rang out in the throne room.
    

    
      
        Creeeak.
      
    

    
      With his permission, the large throne room doors with the golden twin lions of the Royal Family opened.
    

    
      And then, a man confidently strode in. Marquis Pesocanian, who had recently been appointed as the Foreign Secretary of the Laviter Empire, approached the king on his short legs, an inscrutable smile in his beady eyes.
    

    
      “Under the orders of the mighty Emperor Hadveria von Laviter III of the Great Laviter Empire, I, Pesocanian, present myself before the King of the Yukane Kingdom for an audience.”
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      Marquis Pesocanian flaunted the name of the Empire and the Emperor from the very beginning, putting pressure on the King. At his obvious show of diplomatic discourtesy, the nobles and Royal Guard inside the throne room frowned imperceptibly.
    

    
      “W-Welcome, M-Marquis Pesocanian.”
    

    
      Pesocanian was someone the King already knew very well. Back when he was held hostage in the Empire, they took classes together in the Imperial Knight Academy. At that time, the Marquis was among the Empire noble scions who bullied the King. 
    

    
      “It has been a while, Lyvaitor… Your Majesty.”
    

    
      After calling the King’s name, Pesocanian added the ‘Your Majesty’ after a short pause. His blatant disrespect made the King’s face twitch and harden. 
    

    
      It wasn’t as if envoys didn’t come from the Empire over the years. Or rather, after his hostage period ended and he returned to the kingdom, Lyvaitor had no choice but to attend the Emperor’s birthday celebrations and big banquets of the Empire. Every time he had to do so, the scions of imperial nobility covertly pressured Lyvaitor. That didn’t change even after they grew older. He might be the King, but because Yukane was a minor kingdom unworthy of equal treatment, Pesocanian committed disrespect so blatant it was palpable by everyone inside the throne room.
    

    
      “Your words are a little severe, Marquis Pesocanian. You may have come here on the orders of His Majesty the Emperor, but I am appalled that you would speak so insultingly to the king of a nation! Apologize at once!” His face red, Duke Samotuan shouted at the Marquis to apologize.
    

    
      “Insultingly? Which one of this Marquis’ words did the Duke find insulting? What gross disrespect are you saying I, someone who has come on the orders of His Majesty the Emperor, have committed?”
    

    
      Pesocanian’s chin rolls wobbled as he made an unknowing expression.
    

    
      “You…” Clenching his teeth, Duke Samotuan glared at brazen Marquis.
    

    
      With a shameless face, the Marquis turned to Lyvaitor, who was sitting with a mortified expression. “Your Majesty the King, did you perhaps find my words disrespectful?”
    

    
      “N-No. We were not able to feel any disrespect.”
    

    
      Flinching at the viper-like gaze directed at him, the King denied any disrespect, even going as far as to make hand gestures to that effect. Duke Samotuan stared at those actions with hollow eyes. He tried to protect his lord’s honor, but his lord himself abandoned his honor.
    

    
      “Haha. That’s a relief then. That aside, I have come bearing secret orders from the Emperor…” 
    

    
      Emphasizing the words ‘secret orders,’ Pesocanian looked at the nobles and Royal Guard inside the throne room.
    

    
      “All men are dismissed. Until I give the command, entrance to the throne room is forbidden.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Shouting to acknowledge the King’s command, the Royal Guard and nobles hurriedly left the room.
    

    
      ‘Haah, what a shame. What a shame…’
    

    
      He tried his best to serve the kingdom and the King, but the Yukane Kingdom was bending over more and more. Samotuan, who held the title of a duke but was chased out of the throne room all the same because of one mention of a secret order, was unable to suppress his regret.
    

    
      
        Creaaak. Thud!
      
    

    
      When the Duke stepped out, the doors of the throne room shut with a resounding thud. He felt powerful mana rippling from the throne room, as if the large-scale Silence magic array that was used only during secret meetings was activating.
    

    
      It was almost as if the mana was whispering the fate of the kingdom that had to live with bated breath…
      

    

    
      “Count Kyre!”
    

    
      Rosiathe came running towards me like Buttercup rolling down the hill to reunite with Wesley in the Princess Bride.
    

    
      ‘Goodness, you’ll trip.’
    

    
      My chest grew hot at the sight of Rosiathe rushing out while clutching the hem of her gold-embroidered blue dress. I had distanced myself from a woman who liked me this much even though she wasn’t actually all that far away because of an excuse called ‘work.’
    

    
      “Y-You’ve come… Hah, haah.”
    

    
      She must have run all the way from the palace upon hearing I’d come, because she was gasping for breath. Sweat had beaded up on her forehead, and as she breathed deeply in and out, a sweet, fruity scent traveled on her breath.
    

    
      ‘Their military discipline is firm now.’
    

    
      Behind Rosiathe and her sparkling blue water-drop diamond-like eyes, were Royal Guard knights. They had changed since I last saw them. Up until very recently, they’d been giving off a not-very-knightly aura, but now, their shoulders were straight and unyielding.
    

    
      “I hope you are well, Princess Rosiathe,” I said with a bright smile, looking into Rosiathe’s warm eyes.
    

    
      “Yes… I am. Thank you.”
    

    
      Blooming into a broad grin at my smile, Rosiathe’s eyes curved into crescents.
    

    
      ‘She smells so good!’
    

    
      As I smelled the faint peony fragrance I thought of when it came to Rosiathe in the wind, I thought it was good that I’d come to see her.
    

    
      “That’s a relief.”
    

    
      It did seem like she had been doing well. Her baby-soft skin so unblemished it was hard to believe she was barefaced and her small, dainty red lips seemed to be evidence of her good health.
    

    
      “The rumors say you are still busy, so why have you…”
    

    
      Despite her joy, Rosiathe asked why I’d come, as befitting of a princess responsible for her nation.
    

    
      “I came because I suddenly wanted to see you,” I said quietly, like I was whispering in her ear.
    

    
      "....."
    

    
      At my words, Rosiathe turned bright red.
    

    
      “If you haven’t eaten dinner yet, would you mind giving me a meal?”
    

    
      I asked the enthralled Rosiathe to invite me for dinner.
    

    
      “Huh? Yes!”
    

    
      ‘She’s beautiful every time I see her.’
    

    
      She wasn’t called the Greatest Beauty of the Northern Continent for nothing. Seeing Rosiathe, a flower glistening with vitality, a calm smile automatically formed on my lips.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Thank you oh so very much, Count Kyre.”
    

    
      I dropped in unannounced, but I was given a satisfying dinner that fully merited being called a palace feast, as if telling me that Havis had returned to life. The table was decked with a soup made of fragrant mushrooms and various spring vegetables, multiple fish dishes that used fruits to eliminate fishiness, tender female calf veal and other kinds of meat. On top of that, instead of wine, there was even golden beer topped with plentiful foam in tin mugs enchanted with cooling magic. After I filled myself up on the dozens of dishes lining the palace table, Rosiathe started expressing her sincere thanks to me.
    

    
      “Thanks to Count Kyre and Nerman, the border tolls have exponentially increased. After the Bajran Empire declared Nerman as a close ally, the movements of the merchant groups became very active.”
    

    
      As a member of the Royal Family representing the Havis Kingdom, Rosiathe didn’t forget to be thankful.
    

    
      “Haha. Think nothing more of it.”
    

    
      I gave a hearty chuckle. There was much that Nerman gained from Havis as well. If any invading armies wanted to attack Nerman with infantry, they would have to go through Havis Kingdom land. Rosiathe had passed along all of that information, without fail.
    

    
      We were like teeth and gums. The Havis Kingdom was Nerman’s first line of defense.
    

    
      “The kingdom knights are taking after you and working very hard. From what I heard, all knight aspirants on the Continent praise you as a hero and are taking you as their role model. As a true knight among knights who single handedly nurtured the collapsing Nerman into the best territory on the Continent and saved the Bajran Empire’s Imperial Family from crisis.”
    

    
      As if my happiness was her happiness, the elated Rosiathe sang my praises.
    

    
      ‘As they should. If not for me, the Continent would have been plunged into a sea of blood.’
    

    
      As long as humans existed, bloody fights would never stop. Other people’s wealth and land looked greater than one’s own. I imagined that the Continent, which had maintained decades of peace with no real wars, had accrued an incredible amount of covetous energy over all those years. 
    

    
      It only took one moment for a dormant volcano to transform into an active volcano spewing out jets of lava. At the very moment the Continent’s volcano of greed was about to erupt, I showed up and cooled the entire volcano down with freezing magic. If Bajran had fallen, the allied kingdoms that invaded would have definitely clashed to try and nab as much land as possible, and it went without being said that more powerful nations would use the chaos in the balance of international strength to invade weaker nations.
    

    
      But with the flames of greed spreading in Bajran extinguished, the greed of the kingdoms was once again submerged. The fact that war was not simply a matter of the victor and the defeated, but something that used the blood of all of the people involved as energy, was something that just about everyone knew. I wanted to give a big thumbs up to anyone praising and trying their best to emulate me, the person who stopped such a bloodbath.
    

    
      “Do you share those thoughts as well, Your Highness?”
    

    
      If we were alone, I would have spoken casually while exchanging warm looks with her, but I had no choice but to speak deferentially because of the attendants serving the meal and the Royal Knights who never left Rosiathe’s side.
    

    
      “...Yes. Of all of the knights I have seen, Count Kyre is… the most amazing one.”
    

    
      The shy way with which Rosiathe responded to my blunt question was so cute I wanted to squeeze her cheeks.
    

    
      
        Knock knock.
      
    

    
      While an ambiguous mood filled the air, there was a knock on the door of the dining hall.
    

    
      “Your Highness, His Majesty the King seeks your presence.”
    

    
      “What? R-Royal Father did?”
    

    
      “Yes. He just woke up and asked to see Your Highness and Count Kyre.”
    

    
      ‘The comatose king woke up?’
    

    
      Havis was Nerman’s next-door-neighbor, so I was also aware of the rumors. The king, who had always been in poor spirits, was bedridden despite the kingdom’s crisis with hardly a care for the time and place. That was why all of the kingdom’s small and big matters were being taken care of by Rosiathe.
    

    
      ‘But why’s he looking for me?’
    

    
      I was confused by the fact that the King wanted to see not just Rosiathe, but also me.
    

    
      “Count Kyre, let us go quickly. It’s the first time Royal Father has woken up in a week.”
    

    
      Rosiathe was unable to conceal her infinite happiness at the news that the King had regained consciousness. With her mother, the Queen, already deceased, if the King went into the God’s embrace as well, she would become an orphan. For her, the King was probably the most important person in the world.
    

    
      “I wanted to come give him my greetings once, so this is excellent.”
    

    
      I’d wanted to greet him once anyway. It would be rude to come to the palace and not give one’s greetings to the senior-most person, the King. In addition, he was the person who created(?) such a beautiful and clever woman.
    

    
      I wiped my mouth with a white napkin and rose from my seat.
    

    
      ‘Somehow, this feels like…’
    

    
      When I got up, I felt a strange emotion. It almost felt like I was going to my father-in-law to ask for his daughter’s hand in marriage. To be honest, I did have an inkling of desire to do so. Rosiathe, the Beauty of the Northern Continent, was simply too much of a treasure to give to anyone else.
    

    
      As long as she was fine with it, I wanted to give her an eternal welcome to my paradise.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 181: Money Makes the World go Round
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “KUAAAAGHHHH!”
    

    
      “Wh-What are you doing! Don’t stop the treatment!”
    

    
      From within the refined Imperial Grounds of the Laviter Empire, screams chilling to hear were exploding from the palace of 1st Prince Perfias, the prince appointed to be the next emperor. A desperate voice urging the priests to apply treatment echoed through the corridors.
    

    
      “S-Save me! These people want to kill me! Uaaghhh! Uaaaaaaghhh!”
    

    
      “B-Bless!”
    

    
      “Holy Cure!!!”
    

    
      The Prince’s scream was followed by the healing chants of the priests.
    

    
      “Gaaaaaaaaaah! Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaghhh!”
    

    
      However, it was no use. Whenever the holy chants were applied, the Prince screamed as if he was going to die.
    

    
      “Gugh…”
    

    
      “Y-Your Highness!”
    

    
      “Aaaaaaahhh! H-His Highness the Prince has passed away!”
    

    
      Inside the Prince’s bedroom, the top priests from the temples in the Imperial Capital were standing looking devastated, and the attendants and maids who served the Prince turned white as they slumped to their knees. The number 2 administrative official of the Imperial Family, Count Dorvet, screamed that the Prince had died while touching the body that had breathed its last while foaming at the mouth.
    

    
      And so, in a sudden turn of events, the Laviter Empire’s 1st Prince perished. He had been fine up until this morning, but upon suddenly catching a chill and beginning to vomit, the priests residing in the capital had been immediately summoned.
    

    
      They then began to apply sacred treatment. They were the top priests of every temple, so their holy power could save anyone, as long as the person wasn’t already dead. However, whenever the Prince received sacred treatment, he screamed and died in agony, a result no one had ever expected.
    

    
      “A-A curse…”
    

    
      “The powerful incantation of a black mage…”
    

    
      Everyone had seen the ominous black aura resisting the treatment. Alarmed by evidence of a black mage’s curse, something they’d read about in literature, the priests looked at each other.
    

    
      “Arrest them all!”
    

    
      In their ears, rang an order of arrest… for them.
    

    
      
        Cl-cl-clang!
      
    

    
      The Imperial Knights on standby outside the palace unsheathed their swords without hesitation upon receiving the order.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “W-What are you doing?!”
    

    
      The shocked priests screamed at the enthusiasm of the knights.
    

    
      “Lock each and every one of the people responsible for His Highness’ murder in prison!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Having received the Emperor’s command, the administrative officer who oversaw all matters of the Imperial Family barked out a stern command, which the Imperial Knights swiftly moved to obey.
    

    
      “I am innocent! The black mage’s curse was already on His Highness’ bo—”
    

    
      
        Pow!
      
    

    
      “Gagh!”
    

    
      The heavy fist of an Imperial Knight landed squarely in the diaphragm of the priest contesting his innocence.
    

    
      “You may kill any who resist!”
    

    
      Even the high and mighty temples had to bow their heads before the empire dominating the Continent. Moreover, even a cardinal, not just a priest, would not be able to escape punishment for the crime of assassinating the 1st Prince in line to become the next emperor.
    

    
      After the priests were mercilessly dragged out of the palace, the Prince’s bedroom was quiet. Only the body of Prince Perfias, who had died in convulsions of pain, remained splayed on the bed, a dark smile on his lips.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “You… must be Kyre.”
    

    
      I was in the bedroom of the Havis Kingdom’s king. It was large and gaudily decorated, but as expected of the room of a patient, a gloomy aura pervaded the area shrouded by thick curtains. The ill King with dry, wispy long white hair greeted me.
    

    
      “I am pleased to finally make your acquaintance. I am the Lord ruling Nerman, Count Kyre de Nerman.”
    

    
      I was not a noble of the Bajran Empire, a thought shared by the Empire as well. However, the title of count was to my liking, so I didn’t bother to change it.
    

    
      “Like the rumors I heard… You have an overflowing spirit.”
    

    
      The sick King did not have much more time. Seeing as he spent a whole week laying in bed unconscious, you could say he was essentially in a vegetative state. However, though King Germanian looked too feeble to move a single arm, the light in his eyes was still strong. 
    

    
      “I am still lacking in many ways. I pray that Your Majesty will swiftly recover and encourage me with your words of wisdom.”
    

    
      I could count the number of times I had been this modest in front of others on one hand.
    

    
      “Haha… Who am I to say… anything in front of you.”
    

    
      With a humble laugh, the King revealed a look of delight, which Rosiathe happily watched.
    

    
      ‘She got her eyes from her dad.’
    

    
      Rosiathe’s blue water drop, diamond eyes were an exact copy of the King’s eyes. Although he was the ruler of a minor nation, I knew he was considered a kind king. It wasn’t as if national power could be built up in one day, and a kingdom hemmed in by powerful nations could hardly grow. On top of that, throughout his entire tenure, King Germanian had borne the burden of the poisonous nobles who were besotted by the Laviter Empire’s strength.
    

    
      King Germanian might just be happier staying here without knowing anything about the upheaval of the kingdom. After all, the kingdom’s fate was the responsibility of Rosiathe and all those who would live and forge ahead.
    

    
      “Hahhhhhhh…”
    

    
      “Royal Father!”
    

    
      The King drew in a shuddering breath, as if he had spoken too much, and Rosiathe jumped in alarm and rushed to him. My heart felt heavy at the sight. I knew that I would one day have to say farewell to my parents as well, but I didn’t even want to think about it. We were in different dimensions, so I didn’t know if they were doing well, but I believed that my parents were definitely alive and well. Or rather, I wanted to believe that. They might have raised me on a safari wilderness program, but they were the only two parents I had.
    

    
      “...it’s alright. I’m alright…”
    

    
      A bony left arm extended to Rosiathe, who grabbed it with her white and slender hands. It was a depiction of the young and the old, but I didn’t think that aging was an ugly or dirty thing. I simply watched, feeling very little.
    

    
      “Kyre…”
    

    
      “Yes… Your Majesty.”
    

    
      Holding Rosiathe’s hand in his left, the King turned his eyes towards me and extended a trembling right hand. I stepped forward and took the hand he was struggling to raise.
    

    
      “Take care of her.”
    

    
      As he spoke, I felt a feeble strength in his right hand guiding me to the hand he held in his left.
    

    
      “R-Royal Father…”
    

    
      Because we were holding the hands of the King laying on the bed, Rosiathe and I were standing shoulder to shoulder. In such a close position, the King pulled my hand and rested it over Rosiathe’s.
    

    
      “I understand. Please do not worry about Rosiathe.”
    

    
      I meant it. I personally acknowledged that I was the world’s greatest playboy, but my feelings were pure. My love might be shared between many women, but I was always sincere before each and every one of them. I was determined to do my best for them.
    

    
      “Thank you… thank you…”
    

    
      Looking greatly relieved, King Germanian smiled brightly. Then, still gazing at our intertwined hands, his arms fell powerlessly to his sides.
    

    
      “Hauu… hau…”
    

    
      Shortly afterwards, he fell into a deep sleep. Seeing that, a royal physician standing by ran over to check his condition.
    

    
      “He has fallen asleep.”
    

    
      The King had fallen into a deep sleep, and no one knew when he would wake up again. His face was the picture of elation, like a child who had completed all of his homework.
    

    
      “Royal Father…”
    

    
      Rosiathe gazed at her sleeping father’s face, quietly calling his name. She knew as well as me that there was a possibility that her father would never wake again.
    

    
      The royal physician was watching, but I drew Rosiathe into my embrace. Holding my hand, one tear flowed from her eyes as I pulled her into my arms. From her body came a pleasant fragrance, the fragrance of the flower only I could smell, a flower I would love and protect for a lifetime.
      

    

    
      “You say you’re the deputy of the Ataivan Merchants?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Lordship. My name is Turaquin.”
    

    
      ‘They’re slowly beginning to bite.’
    

    
      Nerman was the site of a new gold rush, a veritable goose laying golden eggs. As soon as pure and good quality salt entered the Continent market, where salt was sold at ridiculously high prices, the merchants went wild. One by one, the middling merchants who were quick on the uptake and had strong trailblazing spirits made a killing from Nerman’s goods, and finally, one of the Continent’s Big Five had made their appearance.
    

    
      The Ataivan Merchants were the first to bite. They were among the top merchant groups on the Continent, second only to the Corvain Merchants.
    

    
      “What brings you to such a far place…?”
    

    
      Even an official continental merchant group could not freely trade and profit wherever they wanted. Usually, they collected the lion’s share of the profits in places they were close to. Of all the places on the Continent, the Ataivan Merchants centered their business primarily around the Opern Empire, the ruler of the southern Continent, and a deputy of the company had come to see me.
    

    
      ‘Since one of the three deputies has come, they won’t leave empty handed.’
    

    
      The fact that one of the deputies had personally come to the territory meant that they intended on carrying out a big trade.
    

    
      “Nerman has developed to a truly astonishing degree. I was here a few years ago, but its former appearance is nowhere to be seen now. I’d like to express my sincere respect for Your Lordship’s excellent administration of the territory.”
    

    
      Turaquin filled his mouth with flattery instead of telling me why he was here. He was thin and short for a merchant, but the way he laid out the groundwork without panicking made me think he was very much like the deputy of a large merchant group. However, I wasn’t an easy opponent. I didn’t trust strangers, especially a merchant, enough to smile contentedly because of a little flattery.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Propping up my chin with one hand, I stared at Deputy Turaquin expressionless face, wordlessly pressuring him to quit the useless chatter and get to the point. Turaquin’s eyes flinched upon seeing me.
    

    
      “Our merchant group was in the wrong. If Your Lordship were to give us a second chance, we will not break off trade with Nerman again.”
    

    
      ‘That’s right, you were wrong. You dared to ignore a growing sprout.’
    

    
      To be honest, I knew there weren’t any companies that could shake off the Empire’s threats. Even the Rubis Merchants that had a deep relationship with me were forced to roll with the punches and stop trading with us, so it was no surprise that the other merchants had acted the way they did. However, that was just my broadminded generosity speaking. It was only right to punish those who revoked commercial activities with Nerman on their own initiative.
    

    
      “Does Nerman look like a tavern that you can freely enter and leave as you please?” I threw out a barbed question with a cold smile on my lips.
    

    
      “No, sir.”
    

    
      “Then what difference is there between what I just said and the current actions of your company? Right now, great profit can be earned from Nerman, and the Bajran Empire has declared their firm alliance with us. But if Nerman were to fall into danger again, like before, wouldn’t you halt trade once again?”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Taurquin shut his mouth at the cutting attacks that came flying in one after another.
    

    
      “As I am sure you know, Nerman can thrive with just the middling merchants. Most goods can be made by the dwarves, so we can independently produce what we need. We also have an abundant quantity of provisions, enough for several years, and lack for nothing. In my eyes, there is no real need for us to trade with your merchant group…”
    

    
      My pride did not allow me to simply accept the companies that abandoned Nerman for their own profits.
    

    
      “Your Lordship, we are merchants. Even if our beloved wives give birth, if there is a trade route to be fulfilled, we must cross the dangerous mountains and depart on a long, long journey. If a powerful force appears and threatens us, it is our fate to maintain the merchant group with the wealth and flattery we have. I know what Your Lordship wants to ask. However, even though I would give you my agreement as an individual, I cannot do so in the name of the merchant group. It is our duty to protect the lives of countless merchants and their families who make a living by creating profit for the continuation of our organization. Asking us to choose loyalty over profit is like asking a knight to commit murder for money.”
    

    
      ‘Hooh, that’s some impressive spirit.’
    

    
      He didn’t reach his deputy position in a massive merchant group for nothing.
    

    
      “It may not be to Your Lordship’s liking, but please give us a chance. We will present you with an enormous profit that the black merchants and middling merchants could never hope to match. This is the greatest proposal I can offer Your Lordship.”
    

    
      Turaquin knew that we were trading with a black merchant group. 
    

    
      ‘For competition, the fiercer the better.’
    

    
      The Continent was too big for one or two merchant groups to cover, and Nerman had a surplus of salt and various products. It was enough to sell them at an appropriate price. It was just that we wouldn’t be unilaterally betrayed by the merchants like in the past.
    

    
      “I permit it.”
    

    
      “Thank you very much! Your Lordship!” Turaquin looked radiant at my three words of permission.
    

    
      “However, I have a few conditions.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      “I’m sure you know from your gathered information, but in Nerman, all trades will be settled with paper bills. For future trades, convert Gold to Nerman bills in the territory currency exchange counter at the border fort.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      There was no way the keen-eared merchants didn’t know.
    

    
      “Also, merchant groups of a certain size will only be able to carry out commercial activities if they store a deposit in Nerman.”
    

    
      “Pardon? D-Deposit?” repeated Turaquin with a look of surprise.
    

    
      “For one of the Continental Big Five, you’ll need to deposit 10 million Gold.”
    

    
      “Ah! 10 million Gold…”
    

    
      My casually spoken 10 million Gold rendered Turaquin speechless.
    

    
      “Can’t handle it? I heard that the big merchant groups earn several millions of Gold in profits every year. You can’t afford that much?” I said, bruising his pride a little. “Also, from what I know, the merchant groups donate an enormous amount of money to each of the imperial and royal families of each empire and kingdom. Am I wrong?”
    

    
      “I-It’s custom to pay the passage fees for the empires and kingdoms in a lump sum…”
    

    
      “That so? Then even better, isn’t it. I’m not asking for money, just that you leave a simple deposit in my keeping.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      It probably sounded like nonsense to him, but Nerman could now afford to be demanding. I shot him an expression of ‘it’s fine if you don’t wanna’.
    

    
      “...Understood. We accept Your Lordship’s proposal.”
    

    
      ‘Well whaddya know? He agreed more easily than expected.’
    

    
      There was no doubt that Turaquin had been granted quite the authority in his company. 10 million Gold was easy to say, but that much money could match an average territory’s annual revenue.
    

    
      “An excellent decision.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Your Lordship.”
    

    
      Words were sufficient to form the promise. For people of my and Turaquin’s social status, there was no real need to draw up a written contract.
    

    
      “But Your Lordship, do you happen to have connections with the Opern Imperial Family?”
    

    
      “The Opern Imperial Family?”
    

    
      Deputy Turaquin suddenly mentioned the Opern Imperial Family, an existence far removed from Nerman.
    

    
      “I asked because the Imperial Family is very interested in Nerman.”
    

    
      “I don’t have any connections to them.”
    

    
      “I see…” Though he acknowledged my words, the Deputy still trailed off somewhat meaningfully.
    

    
      “Go outside and discuss the particulars with Nerman’s Executive Administrator, Sir Derval. It was nice to meet you.”
    

    
      I didn’t really want to get more deeply acquainted with him. Other than merchants from Rubis, the company that speedily decided to help me and Nerman, I only wanted to meet for official business.
    

    
      Be it the 21st century or here, merchants were always the same. Money made the world go round.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 182: Rain and Kimchi Pancakes
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kuaaaghhh!”
    

    
      “Uwahhhhh! T-The priests have killed someone!”
    

    
      In the Imperial Capital, the seat of the Laviter Imperial Family, the ominous rumor that the Crown Prince died from receiving treatment from priests spread. There was also a ridiculous rumor that the gods had retracted holy power from the corrupt priests in order to punish them spreading like wildfire through the streets.
    

    
      However, many among those who needed treatment went to the temples nevertheless, doubting the rumors. Among those temples, the Temple of the Goddess of Blessings, Semire, had the greatest healing capability and was always crowded with the ill. Despite their expensive fees, because the treatment they offered was effective and reliable, nobles and middle class-citizens alike sought their assistance.
    

    
      As expected of the Temple of Semire in the Imperial Capital, the building was grand without equal, standing out from the miscellaneous buildings around it. It was so huge and splendid that some even said that the Temple was bigger than the circular stadium in the Capital. 
    

    
      “All visitors, please leave!”
    

    
      The Temple had already become very sensitive due to the Crown Prince’s death. When a merchant receiving treatment suddenly died, frothing at the mouth, several dozen paladins standing guard outside the temple ran in.
    

    
      “Th-The Temple is closing its doors for the day. Please come back tomorrow.”
    

    
      The priest in charge of the Temple of Semire, a man by the name of Hermos, came out upon hearing the merchant's dying scream, and after checking the situation, he announced that the Temple would be closing down for the day.
    

    
      “What’s going on?! Why did a perfectly fine person die while receiving treatment?!”
    

    
      “Will we be in danger, too?!”
    

    
      The infirmary of the huge temple was an open space because various priests walked around treating the patients. There, people who had been receiving treatment or preparing to be treated raised an uproar of complaints.
    

    
      “This matter will be handled in its entirety by our temple. Please leave, we will inform everyone of any developments as soon as possible.”
    

    
      The temples in the Laviter Capital were in a state of emergency because of what had happened in the Imperial Palace. The Palace hadn’t given an official statement yet, but if it was revealed that the priests the temples had dispatched were directly connected to the Crown Prince’s death, it would be a fiasco of unimaginable scale.
    

    
      “I am the eldest son of the Itarl Viscount House, Lord Salton. Is the rumor true? Is it true that the gods each temple serves have replaced the holy power in the corrupt priests’ hands with curses in order to punish them?!”
    

    
      “Where do you think you are?! Cease your ludicrous words!” The paladins turned dark with rage upon hearing Lord Salton’s irreverent words.
    

    
      “What did you say?! How dare mere paladins run their mouths carelessly to a noble of the Empire! I see there is no doubt that you truly are corrupt servants!”
    

    
      
        Cla-cla-clang!
      
    

    
      In response to being harshly rebuked, Salton, a noble scion in line to continue the Viscount house, bellowed in rage, and the two knights who were escorting him drew their swords.
    

    
      
        Cla-cla-cla-clang!
      
    

    
      Once swords were drawn within the temple, the paladins also bared their weapons just as quickly.
    

    
      Salton removed the glove on his hand and flung it at the paladin standing at the front.
    

    
      “Unsheathing a sword before a knight is akin to asking for a duel. By my right as a knight appointed by His Majesty the Emperor himself, I wish to request a duel from you!”
    

    
      “Ah…” cried out Priest Hermos, shocked by the incredibly quick turn of events.
    

    
      Nothing like this had ever happened before. He had never heard of a knight, a position the people hailed as the ‘Empire’s honor’, and a temple paladin dueling on temple grounds. They were both holding their swords to protect their honor, but the honor the temples and the Empire protected were different in nature. In addition, it wasn’t official, but there was an unwritten law that regular knights and paladins wouldn’t interfere with one another.
    

    
      “What, scared? Is the life you’ve gained by selling sacred holy power so great that you’ve even thrown away your pride as a knight? Huhuhu.”
    

    
      Salton continued to provoke the paladins and priests like a man determined to die. The eyes of the people who had come to receive treatment glinted. They hadn’t been able to complain, but getting treatment for an average illness was only possible by donating anywhere from several dozen to several hundred Gold. As such, the high doorstep of the temple was out of reach for the commoner people. 
    

    
      The paladins turned red-faced. This was the Temple of Semire, a sanctified land that even the Emperor’s authority did not reach, yet this man named Salton dared to provoke their rage by uttering the open secret the Temple wanted to conceal.
    

    
      “I accept your duel!”
    

    
      Unable to hold back, the paladin crushed the glove with his heel.
    

    
      “Hahaha!” Salton guffawed in triumph. He raised his sword and lowered his stance, then rushed forward with a grunt. “Huup!”
    

    
      “Hah!”
    

    
      And so, a duel broke out within the infirmary where the ill were treated. Struck speechless, Hermos went from deathly pale to blue in the face. Everything had progressed so suddenly, and all too coincidentally. It was already too late to settle the matter quietly.
    

    
      
        Claaaaaaang!
      
    

    
      The Aura Blades of the two knights clashed, producing the loud shriek of metal on metal. Salton had indeed claimed to be the son of a rural noble household, but it was undeniable that he was of noble blood. His sword was rather fierce. However, the paladins who guarded the temple in the Imperial Capital were the cream of the crop. After their swords clashed dozens of times in midair, a weakness was exposed in Salton’s defense.
    

    
      
        Spurt!
      
    

    
      “Gugh!”
    

    
      A fatal hit landed. The paladin struck lightly towards the exposed gap in order to bring about his win with just enough force, but the moment he made the swing, Salton shifted and the sword plunged deeply into his neck. Shocked, the paladin hastily pulled out his sword. This was none other than the Temple of Semire. As long as it wasn’t an instant death, any injury could be immediately healed.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      However, God did not permit the paladin’s intent to become reality. When he pulled out his sword, which was still shining blue with Aura Blade, his opponent’s neck was cut in half.
    

    
      
        Spuuuuuuuuuuuurt.
      
    

    
      A fountain of blood surged from the severed artery in the neck, arcing several meters into the air.
    

    
      
        Thud.
      
    

    
      With a single half-strangled scream, Salton slumped lifelessly to the ground.
    

    
      “L-Lord Salton!!!!!!”
    

    
      “You bastards!!!!!”
    

    
      The knights of the Itarl Viscount House went completely mad with rage at the death of the lord they were bound to serve with their lives. They hurled themselves at the paladins, their swords in their hands.
    

    
      
        Cla-cla-cla-clang.
      
    

    
      And so, a continuation of the duel broke out.
    

    
      “Gagh!”
    

    
      “Agh!”
    

    
      The knights of House Itarl charged forward madly, as if possessed, and were cut down by the paladins.
    

    
      “AHHHHH! Paladins have killed knights in the Temple!”
    

    
      “Q-Quickly inform the Capital Guard!!!”
    

    
      The patients watching blankly on the side screamed as they scrambled out the temple.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The priests and paladins could only stare with dazed eyes. Even a nightmare would not be so gruesome. They were all so stunned by this disaster that had occurred on what should be the holy land of God that even ten mouths would not be enough to overcome their speechlessness.
    

    
      “Quickly! Close the temple doors! And report to the Cardinal… that the Temple is in danger.”
    

    
      A trembling voice came from Priest Hermos’ lips.
    

    
      Ever since he was abandoned by his parents at six, he had lived his entire life in the temple. He knew the corruption of the temple, and he was able to reach his current position by gaining some degree of personal wealth by utilizing that corruption.
    

    
      However, deep within his heart, his conscience had always been alive. He knew that it was not okay for the temple to continue in this manner.
    

    
      He began to think that this catastrophe that had occurred in just a few days time was indeed the rage of God, meant to punish Her corrupt servants, just like the deceased Salton said.
      

    

    
      
        Plip, plop, plip, plop.
      
    

    
      ‘It’s already the rainy season, huh…’
    

    
      The rain had come. After going through spring in a frenetic rush, before I knew it, it was summer. With it, arrived the short rainy season that existed only in Nerman.
    

    
      
        Plop plop, plop plop plop, plop plop plop.
      
    

    
      I had worked on creating new 7th Circle magic formulas all night long, picking existing low-circle spells with simple formulas and spells that could be fused with the magic knowledge Master implanted in my head. Despite becoming a 7th Circle mage, as of late, I’ve been plagued with an inexplicable sense of anxiety.
    

    
      The territory was slowly stabilizing, but there was still much to do. Nerman had been reorganized into administrative divisions, but the ties between the central cities and villages were not yet firmly established. The former structure had been so approximate and haphazard that it was impossible to set things straight right away. Moreover, we were suffering from a lack of specialized administrative personnel, something we couldn’t fix with any number of knights and soldiers. There were many young talents who wanted to come to Nerman to fulfill their dreams, but we were still short staffed.
    

    
      “Nice weather today…”
    

    
      I loved bright and sunny days too, but rainy days like this weren’t bad, either. Countless raindrops pittered and pattered onto the veranda. After reaching a new stage of mana understanding, natural phenomena no longer looked like one phenomenon to me anymore. Each splattering raindrop held the vitality of nature, and as they fused, a cycle of mana creation, fusion, and disassembly repeated again and again.
    

    
      Clearing my head of other thoughts, I craned my ear to listen to the splendid orchestra of nature’s song, feeling languid peace for the first time in a while.
    

    
      Today, the Continent was as quiet as my mood. The Laviter Empire’s troops were continuing to gather near the border in order to suppress Nerman, and within those forces were Skyknights from the Yukane and Baerkain Kingdoms, which had not moved up until this point.
    

    
      The calm before the storm. That was the best expression to describe the current moment.
    

    
      ‘Bajran has become quiet now, and the other kingdoms are absorbed in recovering their lost forces.’
    

    
      The kingdoms’ invasion of the Bajran Empire had ended without much fanfare. The Empire and the surrounding kingdoms had been waging a fierce battle of intense enmity not long ago, but they turned on a dime and returned to friendly relations. The young Emperor of the Bajran Empire and Princess Igis were not fools, so they were able to save the Empire from the chaos. Dozens of greater nobles and lower-ranking nobles who had made a mess of the Empire during Poltviran’s lead were expelled or demoted to commoner status, and their positions were filled with new nobles loyal to the Empire. No one knew how things would turn out later, but for now, the injection of new nobles was certainly enough to return the Empire to a state of vitality. Then, they signed peace treaties with the neighboring kingdoms that had been crushed under my heel. On account of everything having happened due to the former emperor, Poltviran, Bajran did not demand reparations for the crime of invading the Empire.
    

    
      ‘Recovering their forces should keep the kingdoms busy for the next few decades.’
    

    
      You could draft farmers to create a half-decent infantry in a few months' time, but it took at least five years in order to get a wyvern ready for battle. Currently, wyverns couldn’t even be bought with money. Because they had to raise them purely from the egg and raise them over time, the kingdoms would need several decades in order to recover enough forces to wage war again.
    

    
      ‘Once the rainy season ends, the crops will grow well.’
    

    
      For the people living on the Kallian Continent, avoiding hunger was the most important matter. Unlike the 21st century, the Kallian people did not require much—they were satisfied as long as they had a house to escape the rain and cold as well as a daily life free of hunger. Of course, that wasn’t enough to sate the nobles, but the ordinary people were simple and weren’t very greedy.
    

    
      ‘We’ll distribute the supplies thoroughly, just as planned.’
    

    
      I didn’t mean to endorse communism, but I wanted to fulfill the physical needs of my people. Unlike other kingdoms or territories, Nerman produced an abundance of goods. Ordinary merchants from the Continent could no longer go to each village and carry out trade like before. With the exception of the amount they needed for taxes, each village would sell all the goods they produced to purchasing officials dispatched by the territory during set trading times. Villagers could then go to the central city of their administrative district to buy the goods they needed. Essential items purchased from regular Kallian merchants would be sold at slightly lower prices.
    

    
      A place free of worry for one’s survival, a territory where you could earn as much as you wanted and become happy. That was the mainstay of the paradise I dreamed of.
    

    
      ‘I’m sure we’ve piled up a lot of gold bars, too.’
    

    
      In order to purchase Nerman goods, merchants had to bring Kallian coins and convert them to Nerman bills. The converted coins were immediately shipped off to blast furnaces to be turned into gold bars. Each currency had a different ratio of gold to alloy, but in any case, the gold bars were steadily being stacked up in our treasury.
    

    
      ‘Let’s see how long you Corvain bastards can hold out. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      With the Ataivan Merchants resuming trade with us as a trigger, the rest of the merchant groups bowed their heads. Other than the Rubis Merchants, they all paid a 10 million Gold deposit to sign trade agreements with Nerman. However, the Corvain Merchants that were centered around the Laviter Empire had not yet made an appearance. I was sure they were greedy for Nerman’s products, but they were probably unable to make a move out of fear for how the Empire might react.
    

    
      However, they would have to bow their heads before long. All other things aside, if they weren’t able to jump on the Nerman salt trade currently taking the Continent by storm, the merchant group would take a big blow. Nerman’s natural salt had spread to every corner of Kallian within just a few months. We had developed another large-scale salt farm recently in order to keep up with the demand. As a result, the merchant groups that had previously held a monopoly with thermal and rock salt strove to be the first to list Nerman salt among their wares. The mass production and dominance of Nerman salt was progressing at an even faster rate than I expected.
    

    
      ‘They say thousands of people come into Nerman in a day.’
    

    
      Once trade with the merchants became lively, the number of mercenaries guarding them increased dramatically as well. Having expended their forces on war, the Bajran Empire, Havis, and the other kingdoms were unable to pay attention to public security, allowing monsters and bandits to flourish. There were many places in the kingdoms that had not yet been developed, and no other place had an official road to speak of like in Nerman. That was one of the aftereffects of war that the Continent was suffering from.
    

    
      ‘The combined city of the elves and dwarves is functioning very well… Other than the Laviter Empire, everything’s a bowl of cherries.’
    

    
      As I gazed at the falling raindrops, I reviewed the Nerman issues that came one by one to mind. The elves who had previously refused to leave their mountains now frequently slept in the village they had created with the dwarves or spent most of their day there. The elves’ harpies flying through Nerman was a frequent sight. Unlike humans, the elves didn’t initiate trouble or pick fights. They were happy enough with the freedom to fly whenever and wherever they wanted, and the people no longer sent sideways glances at the elves and dwarves. They knew how great a role the demihumans had played in creating the current Nerman. The peace-starved people of Nerman were also fully cognizant that the mere existence of the dwarves and elves was a source of great strength for the territory.
    

    
      “Those damn bastards…”
    

    
      The only thing I had no answer for was the Laviter Empire. The number of Laviter Skyknights, cavalry, and even regular infantry lining up on the other side of the Kovilan Mountains was enough to cover all of Nerman with men to spare. According to the information I had heard so far, an enormous force of over 1,500 wyverns was arrayed, including the Skyknights of the powerless Yukane and Baerkain Kingdoms. It was a massive force that could send us to hell in one sweep if we were even a little careless.
    

    
      “And where the hell did all the tower masters of the magic towers go?”
    

    
      Laviter was a thorn in my side, but I didn’t slack on gathering information about the rest of the Continent. According to the intelligence we acquired from the Rubis Merchants and the information merchant dispatched by the black merchants, Saker, all of the Continent’s tower masters had disappeared.
    

    
      Something felt off to me. The tower masters enjoyed power and wealth no less than an emperor simply by sitting within their magic towers, yet all of them had simultaneously gone missing. I hadn’t had direct connections to any of them, but it was still news that made me feel extremely uneasy.
    

    
      “And what’s with the rumor that thousands of people who received treatment from the temples in the Laviter Empire died without a known cause?”
    

    
      Late last night, a disturbing piece of news flew in. We already knew that the first prince of the Laviter Empire had died during sacred treatment. I half-dismissed it, thinking that something like that could happen since priests weren’t gods, but if regular people, knights, and nobles receiving treatment from the temples in the Empire were dying, then that was a different matter entirely.
    

    
      “I don’t like it.”
    

    
      The temple disaster was occurring solely in the Laviter Empire. I had always scorned the actions of the temples and the greedy priests, but this wasn’t it. They might be fleecing the populace, but the existence of the temples alone was a balm for the people. If distrust towards the temples grew, there was no doubt that large-scale chaos would ensue.
    

    
      “Should I go take a look?”
    

    
      The reliability of the information coming in wasn’t all that low, but I had to resist a rather pressing desire to go over and take a look for myself. I felt like I would be more at ease if I could see the situation with my own two eyes.
    

    
      
        Ruuuumble! Ruuumble! Crash.
      
    

    
      Thunder boomed amongst the raindrops, followed shortly by lightning bolts striking the ground. Then, the rain came down harder, the patter of raindrops turning into a rush of water.
    

    
      “Some kimchi jeon and makgeolli would really hit the spot right now.”
    

    
      In Korea, it was tradition to eat kimchi pancakes and sparkling rice wine on a rainy weekend day. My parents had sophisticated jobs as a professor and fund manager, but they were still fond of traditional Korean tastes. Thanks to that, I could always have ⅓ a paper cup of makgeolli and a kimchi jeon made of ripe kimchi on a rainy weekend day.
    

    
      “Well, gotta make do with whatever you’ve got. I have beer instead of makgeolli.”
    

    
      It wasn’t as much of a match made in heaven, but kimchi jeon and beer was an adequate replacement.
    

    
      “Hnnngh…”
    

    
      Stretching widely with the sound of the rushing raindrops in my ears, I licked my lips in anticipation. 
    

    
      If possible, I didn’t want to fly in the sky on a rainy day, and plus, today was a rare break. Throwing a kimchi jeon party with Aramis and all my Nerman friends didn’t sound half bad.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 183: The Missing Tower Masters
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Th-The Tower Master and Vice-masters are still missing?”
    

    
      “We really cannot find them anywhere. They personally inputted coordinates and flew off with teleport magic in their labs…”
    

    
      “Gods, how can this be…? It’s already been close to a month since they’ve disappeared.”
    

    
      The meeting of executive mages of the Ildorian Magic Tower was tense. It wasn’t just the Tower Master who was gone—even the 7th Circle Vice-masters who followed the Tower Masters were missing. Upon realizing that, the 6th Circle mages equivalent to executives of the tower convened a meeting.
    

    
      “There is great unrest among the lower mages. If the Tower Master and Vice-masters disappear, the upper-circle magic tomes and various important magic research and magic items here will also disappear.”
    

    
      “What an incredibly frustrating conundrum.”
    

    
      Despite assembling an executive meeting, the 6th Circle mages could not reach an obvious solution. The organization that was the magic tower had very strictly set hierarchies. It was a pyramid organization where mages at higher circles held the most power and were fawned on based on their enlightenments, regardless of their age. Like the phrase ‘a merchant will sell their children and wife for profit’, a mage had to sell their pride for magic tomes and greater enlightenments.
    

    
      But now, the very core figures of such a hierarchical system, the Tower Master and the 7th Circle Vice-masters, had disappeared. The 7th Circle mages were at the peak of a mage’s endless aspirations for the upper circles. They were the center of the magic tower, the highest authorities, and the gatekeepers for the treasure warehouse. Important magic ingredients, as well as the magic tower’s collection of tomes and research data, were held exclusively by the tower master in a pocket dimension only a 7th Circle mage could make and access. Of course, as a safety measure to prevent the loss of those treasures, the Vice-masters had a contract for the natural transfer of the pocket dimension’s ownership in the case of the Tower Master’s death. However, with the Vice-masters gone at the same time as well, that safety measure became a calamity.
    

    
      “We have no choice.”
    

    
      The direct disciple of Tower Master Avaion and the person among the 6th Circle mages thought to be closest to breaking the 7th Circle wall, Klomant, made a determined expression.
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      Ildorian’s executive mages looked at Klomant in confusion.
    

    
      “We have no choice but to ask for their help.”
    

    
      “Their help? Someone who could help us in our current situation would be… Ah! Y-You can’t mean—!”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Y-You’re right. We can ask them for help!”
    

    
      Comprehending Klomant’s words, the faces of the 6th Circle mages immediately brightened.
    

    
      “We must ask the esteemed Golden Magic Tower mages who have transcended the secular world for their help.”
    

    
      “Yes! This is the first time the magic towers have been in such danger ever since the Golden Eyed Aidal incident. We should contact each of the magic towers and contact the mages of the Golden Magic Tower together!”
    

    
      “What a relief that the mages of the Golden Magic Tower are there.”
    

    
      The mages rejoiced, as if everything had been resolved. The mages of the Golden Magic Tower were like the dragons of the magic world, the recipients of respect and adoration from all mages of the 7 Magic Towers. The fact that the person who eliminated the Golden Eyed Aidal in the past was the then Tower Master of the Golden Magic Tower was a not-so-hidden secret known by most mages.
      

    

    
      “The Golden Magic Tower?”
    

    
      “Yes. Each tower will ask for help from the mages of the Golden Magic Tower.”
    

    
      
        Szzzzzt, szzzzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      The kimchi pancakes made with 100% all-natural fully organic flour sizzled. The kitchen I was using had been elegantly fitted from top to bottom with dwarven-made luxury kitchen implements, like a massive ventilator and several dozen magic braziers. I was frying the pancakes with Aramis, Derval, and the admin knights. Ryker, Janice, and the mage Hassias, who was receiving plenty of my love lately, was also there, having coincidentally come to the castle at the right time.
    

    
      The kimchijeon was being grilled with plenty of olive oil in a mithril-coated frying pan. If other people saw this, they would probably think us crazy.
    

    
      Lately, everyone had become addicted to kimchi and had reached the stage where they could eat it without washing it in water first. As such, they were all drooling as they watched the kimchi being beautifully fried in the flour batter.
    

    
      Of course, as the food cooked, we discussed various matters pertaining to the territory. It had always been the case that people could speak candidly while eating and drinking. That was why companies used meals as an excuse to have important discussions.
    

    
      ‘Right, I forgot those guys existed. The mages of the Golden Magic Tower.’
    

    
      They were the ones who sent Master to Earth and indirectly led to me dimensionally teleporting all the way here. Mages who reached the 7th Circle but had no interest in power and simply wanted to seek greater enlightenments left their towers or the imperial or royal palaces to gather in the Golden Magic Tower. Even Master said he didn’t know where they were based, nor did he know how many they numbered. Since they had reached the 7th Circle, that meant they could also reach the stage at which age was just a number, like Master Bumdalf, so everything about the tower was kept strictly under wraps. It was said that they hadn’t made a single appearance on the Continent after making Master take a big L 100 years ago. You could tell just how intense the bastards were.
    

    
      “Will they really make a move? It’s a known rule that they won’t appear unless the Continent is under threat of complete destruction.”
    

    
      Ryker, who was tearing off and eating pieces of steaming kimchijeon with his fork, looked rather doubtful.
    

    
      “If the Tower Masters have simultaneously disappeared, isn’t that a crisis of its own right?”
    

    
      “Huhu. That’s the problem of the magic towers. There’s no way the noble mages who cut all their past ties and left to walk the path of mana will show up. I’d bet my wage this month on it.”
    

    
      ‘Guess Master really was amazing.’
    

    
      The secluded mages showed themselves only when the Continent was under threat of annihilation. They personally took a stand to remove Master from the Continent. As I thought, Master really was an evil mage equivalent to continental annihilation.
    

    
      ‘But where’s that confidence coming from? He even bet his wage on it.’
    

    
      Ryker was formerly just the regional guildmaster of a Mercenary Guild branch, yet not only did he know things I didn’t, but he definitely also possessed reliable information.
    

    
      “Still…” murmured Hassias, unable to counter Ryker’s cocky words.
    

    
      “Like I said, let’s bet our wages on it,” provoked Ryker over big bites of kimchijeon.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      As soon the wage he secured upon becoming a territory mage was threatened, Hassias shut his mouth.
    

    
      “Sir Ryker, how can you be so sure?” Derval asked, perhaps out of suspicion.
    

    
      “My family’s always known a lot of stuff, so it’s something I’ve been familiar with since I was a kid.” Ryker put on airs as he flaunted his family’s matters.
    

    
      ‘Think I can guess what that family is.’
    

    
      Looking at Ryker gave plenty of hints as to what that family was. It was immediately obvious what kind of family could have given birth to Ryker, this master of wine, women, playing, money, and all manner of debauchery.
    

    
      “But I wonder why the Tower Masters disappeared?” asked Aramis, who’d been quietly frying kimchijeon while copying my movements.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The kitchen instantly quieted. What could have possibly called away the Tower Masters, who had nothing to want for in the world? Everyone shut their mouths at the question so puzzling it could be the final question on Jeopardy.
    

    
      “Haha. What reason would there be? They probably just went to sightsee a nice(?) place as a group. It was awkward to go alone, so they got together and… huhuhu.”
    

    
      Ryker gave a sly grin, thinking of who knew what. I couldn’t just overlook him anymore.
    

    
      “Ryker,” I said quietly.
    

    
      “Yes, my liege.”
    

    
      “Shut up and eat.”
    

    
      Ryker gaped wordlessly at me.
    

    
      “If you don’t wanna eat, suit yourself. I’ll help sign you up for a full course of night patrolling tonight.”
    

    
      A lovely full course of night patrol on a day with torrential rain. How nice.
    

    
      “I-I’m eating, sir.”
    

    
      The thought itself must have been terrifying, because his face turned white as he hurriedly shoveled kimchijeon into his mouth.
    

    
      ‘Did they all get dementia together or something? Why run away from home at such an age?’
    

    
      This concerted runaway incident of the Tower Masters wasn’t directly related to me, but thinking about it soured the taste of the kimchijeon in my mouth.
    

    
      ‘Something bad always happens at times like this…’
    

    
      An ominous feeling overtook me, making the beer I swigged taste bitter.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “So… He wants me to go to the Empire and give an explanation.”
    

    
      “Your Eminence, this is completely ridiculous. How can an emperor command you, an agent of the gods themselves, to come and go at his whim? Your Eminence must never agree!”
    

    
      Cardinal Avekior served the Goddess of Fate, Pallan, the first daughter of the Great God and the senior-most goddess among all the gods. He fell into thought while holding a golden letter sent in the name of the Laviter Emperor, who demanded that Cardinal Avekior come in person to give an explanation for the priests who were implicated in the death of the 1st Prince of the Empire and the tragedies that had occured in temples all over the Empire. 
    

    
      Such a vulgar incident had never happened in the history of the Temple. Even the emperor of a great empire had to take one step back before the gods, and that concession put the minds of the people at ease. In life, they had to be loyal to the emperor, but after they died, the people had to rely on the gods, so many prioritized their faith over loyalty to the emperor. However, with this letter, the Emperor of the Laviter Empire broke the invisible taboo.
    

    
      “Still, this is a very grave matter. We are linked to the death of none other than the person next in line to become the emperor of the nation, and in light of the various incidents occurring in the Empire, going to the Emperor to dispel the doubts is one possible option, is it not? As our Goddess Pallan said, one must act transparently and in a manner unmarred by suspicion in order for one to have a good fate in the next life.”
    

    
      “Even so, this is no way to act towards an agent of God, the Cardinal. If we allow a precedent to be set, in the future, it will be left in history that the Church’s authority is below the throne’s.”
    

    
      “I think that is an overreaction. It’s simply a matter of telling the honest truth to clear doubts, so I don’t think there’s any need to bring up anything about the church’s authority versus the throne’s.”
    

    
      The heated discussion between the highest level priests echoed within the temple councilroom. Deep in contemplation, Cardinal Avekior knit his brows. In the past, when they were in communion with the gods, oracles would descend, granting them foresight over many matters and allowing the Church to handle them adroitly. But for some reason, there had been no real oracle for decades. Moreover, the holy power of the priests and paladins had become weaker and weaker, to the point that it made one think that what was beginning in the Laviter Empire might truly be God’s rage.
    

    
      “I will leave for the Imperial Capital, so prepare at once.” Having made his decision, the Cardinal gave a command to the high ranking priests. “In addition, I will take priests and paladins with outstanding holy power in order to resolve the incident occurring in the Laviter Empire, so make preparations for that as well.”
    

    
      “By your order.”
    

    
      Of course the Cardinal knew. He knew there was a possibility that this action could push the Church’s authority, which had remained superior as of yet, below the throne’s authority. 
    

    
      However, he had no choice but to go meet the Emperor. Because this was a crisis, one where the Church’s missionary work and freedom of religion could be stripped from the Empire.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “You would acknowledge our church as the state religion?”
    

    
      “Huhu. Of course. We are all brothers walking the same path of darkness, are we not? The time has come for us to walk freely in the world as well.”
    

    
      “I couldn't agree more with your words. Our temple has a duty to give succor to the ailing souls starved of God’s love by the hypocrites who clothe themselves from head to toe in lies.”
    

    
      “Let us join forces. Our combined strength will be able to turn the Continent into a world overflowing with the Great Kerma’s mercy.”
    

    
      The Main Temple of the Great Evil God, Kerma, was located underground. The Evil God Kerma held the 12th month of the year, yet He was reviled and rejected by all of the Continent’s people. 
    

    
      One man came to the head temple serving such a god, and with him came the astonishing proposal to change the world with the power of darkness.
    

    
      “If you say it like that, we can indeed lend our assistance. However… it will be difficult with the Empire’s strength alone.”
    

    
      The underground temple of the Evil God Kerma hidden from the world was, surprisingly enough, located under the Royal Castle of the Defort Kingdom. The servants of Kerma had chosen this ingenious hiding place in order to ensure their survival. They had been here for hundreds of years before the Royal Castle was ever built.
    

    
      “Worry not on that point. I am an 8th Circle black mage capable of annihilating anyone.”
    

    
      
        Whooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      As soon as he said those words, the 8th Circle black mage activated his mana.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      As one who was greatly blessed by the Evil God Kerma’s love, Cardinal Lukardion considered himself to have quite an impressive amount of evil power. However, even he could not suppress a cry of surprise at the powerful darkness energy that instantly filled the room.
    

    
      “This isn’t all. Thousands of Death Knights and Death Skyknights shall follow my command. In addition… my black mage army made of 7th Circle mages can crush any and all enemies under their heel!”
    

    
      Upon hearing that maniacal shout, Cardinal Lukardion jumped to his feet. “W-We shall help! Tell me, how can I offer my services?!” he shouted, having realized that he was facing an incredible opportunity that would never come again in his lifetime.
    

    
      “I wish to ask that you temporarily entrust me with full authority over the black merchant groups in the Temple’s possession. At the same time, please cast the curse of death full of the Great Kerma’s love in various places over the Continent.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The 8th Circle black mage knew more than expected. Not even the people of the Continent knew that the source and root of all black merchant group ventures was the Temple of Kerma.
    

    
      “But the other temples will recognize the curses…”
    

    
      “Huhu. I think you won’t have to worry about that. Soon, all temples on the Continent will lose their cardinals and return to God’s embrace after running around in chaos… Huhuhuhuhuhu.”
    

    
      A sinister laugh swept through the room.
    

    
      And so, another ruinous scheme came to be, along with whispers of a cold curse that would find all who breathed…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 184: The Priests of Kerma
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Plod, plod. Pitter, patter.
      
    

    
      Even the sound of someone’s footsteps could be so different. 
    

    
      The short rainy season that had come to Nerman was a temperamental thing. Every time the sky seemed to be on the verge of clearing up, thick clouds would roll in again and another bout of torrential rain would fall in sheets before disappearing. The sky was acting like churlish children playing pranks.
    

    
      I went to the temple and asked for Aramis, who was immersed in prayer. Then, the two of us walked through the garden with a large enspelled waterproof umbrella over our heads. Thanks to the precise architectural planning of the dwarves, the garden didn’t flood no matter how much it rained. As we walked over the stone path glistening with water, one side of my shoulder became damp.
    

    
      ‘It’s been a while since I’ve felt like this.’
    

    
      I suddenly thought of a certain scene from back when I was in Korea. That day had also been a rainy day. Back then, I had walked silently through the rainy campus with Yerin under one umbrella.
    

    
      ‘I hope they’re all doing well.’
    

    
      It’d been one busy thing after another, so I had momentarily forgotten about them. As I listened to the gentle rainfall, I thought of Joong-hyun, Yerin, and all the others who had loved me.
    

    
      “It’s raining a lot, isn’t it…”
    

    
      We reached the artificial fountain in the middle of the garden. Even as the rain fell, it gushed out arcs of water, and those currents mixed with the rain before scattering into all directions.
    

    
      “The rainy season this year seems more intense than the ones before.”
    

    
      Aramis craned her neck to gaze at the sky beyond the umbrella. At her quiet voice, I leaned the umbrella away a touch to look at the sky.
    

    
      
        Drip drip drip.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      I only moved it a little, but the raindrops came down mercilessly, and I covered our heads again with the umbrella.
    

    
      “I hear a lot of rain is falling on the Continent as well… there could be flooding.”
    

    
      “Yes, there probably will be.”
    

    
      I was unconsciously careful when interacting with Aramis. There were times when I spoke casually with her on a whim, but whenever she was worrying about other people like now, I, for whatever reason, always spoke politely.
    

    
      “I hope not too much rain falls…”
    

    
      Aramis, a woman who could only feel appeased by shouldering the pain of everyone in the world, expressed her regret regarding the pain of all those who would suffer because of the torrential rain. Those people didn’t give one whit as to who she was, but Aramis still embraced the world on her own.
    

    
      “I’m sure the gods will do something.”
    

    
      It wasn’t as if I had an answer for her. What I did know was that thanks to the great mountains encircling us, Nerman had never suffered flooding. Moreover, we had repaired the banks of the Lovent River just in case.
    

    
      “Sometimes… there are times when the gods feel fear, too. Though they are capable of always being merciful and benevolent, the gods feel joy, sorrow, anger, and pleasure, like humans. It’s just that… they see all things clearly, so they demand the price for cause and effect.”
    

    
      There was a time when I lectured Aramis about god’s love, but thinking about it now, that was really a terribly courageous thing to do. It was like a guy who didn’t even know their ABCs mouthing off an American professor of literature. Aramis knew the god’s love and sincerity in a way I could never even hope to understand. I quietly appreciated her words of wisdom.
    

    
      ‘I might not know much, but there’s one thing I do know for sure. That the gods… won’t let me live a very easy life.’
    

    
      On rainy days, the farmers also rested at home. Even the monsters restricted their activity unless they were rather hungry.
    

    
      But I didn’t find the current break enjoyable. A bad feeling was creeping down my spine. Last night as well, I suffered for a long time at the hands of a rare nightmare.
    

    
      “The rain will stop soon, right?”
    

    
      
        Shaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      As if to answer Aramis’ query, intense rain continued to shower down nonstop from the furious sky.
    

    
      “When the time comes.”
    

    
      It wasn’t like I was working at the National Weather Agency, so how could I possibly know the capricious changes of the sky?
    

    
      ‘Damn rain, you sure are coming down hard.’
    

    
      It was already the tenth day of this shower. We were getting frequent reports that even the wide Lovent River was fairly high.
    

    
      Turning away from the rain, Aramis buried her face in my embrace. Paladins were watching, keeping a stoic guard under the rain, but she lowered her head into me without embarrassment.
    

    
      
        Drip drip drip drip.
      
    

    
      Tears were falling from her eyes. I couldn’t tell whether they were from sadness or happiness.
    

    
      I was unable to say a thing. I simply embraced her quietly.
    

    
      There were times when one wanted not their shoulder to be dampened, but their chest…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Haha. You have come a long way.”
    

    
      The Emperor laughed heartily. Emperor Hadveria of the Laviter Empire, who had gathered the cardinals no one had ever dared to move against in all of history, laughed in a very bright manner out of line with his reputation as a violent, inscrutable emperor.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The cardinals of each temple were unable to mount a response to his hearty reception. Not just one cardinal, but all the highest authorities of the twelve temples of the Great God, other than Kerma, had come. To add insult to injury, they were standing in the Imperial Throne Room, where the Emperor looked down on them from above.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, this does not look very good. The authority of all emperors and kings has been vested by the gods may be a noble and pure truth everyone is aware of, but… this is…”
    

    
      Unable to hold back, Cardinal Torphon of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, spoke tersely to the Emperor. It might be different in other temples, in the Temple of Neran, he held authority on par with any emperor, so it was unsurprising that he would be displeased by the sight of the Emperor sitting arrogantly in a seat that allowed him to look down on his vassals. Even sitting at the same level of the cardinals would merit an accusation of blasphemy, but Emperor Hadveria dared to fearlessly gaze down on them from his throne. The other cardinals were as unhappy as Cardinal Torphon.
    

    
      “Is that so? I think of this as a matter of fact, but you all think differently, I see…” His smile disappearing, the Emperor trailed off, all pretense of politeness dropping away from his speech.
    

    
      “When Your Majesty the Emperor ascended to the throne, Your Majesty made a vow, is that not so? A vow to offer all your faith to the gods who have permitted your noble imperial power. I trust that you have not already forgotten? It was my hand that placed the crown upon Your Majesty’s head.”
    

    
      Cardinal Avekior’s frosty words held an implied criticism of the Emperor. He had forced himself to come here for the sake of the relationship between the empire and the temples, but even after the cardinals arrived, the Emperor did not call them right away and made them wait in their respective temples in the Imperial Capital. Normally, even the emperor should drop whatever they were doing to greet them, but Emperor Hadveria showed none of that hospitality. Only after the cardinals of all the temples had arrived did the Emperor finally invite them to the palace.
    

    
      That wasn’t all. Normally, when the cardinals made an appearance, it was customary to have the people line the streets with flowers and hold a grand welcoming ceremony. The cardinals rarely left their temples, so their outings were treated on the same level as an emperor. But there was zero welcome from the people. All of the cardinals arrived riding behind temple Skyknights in order to respond to the Emperor’s summons as soon as possible, but instead of a welcoming crowd, they were forced to move to the palace under the stern watch of the Capital Guard. This might be the Imperial Capital, but the Emperor’s actions showed he was clearly ill-treating them. Of course the cardinals, who had never experienced such a reception before, had no cause to be happy.
    

    
      “Ah! Come to think of it, something like that did happen, didn’t it,” exclaimed the Emperor, as if remembering something from a long time ago. “My memory’s been spotty lately, so I often forget even important things. Hahaha.”
    

    
      Hadveria burst out in laughter, as if to say he had completely forgotten about his own enthronement. However, no one laughed alongside him.
    

    
      “D-Does Your Majesty not know that your current actions… are approaching the sacrilege of insulting the cardinals, the agents of the gods themselves?!”
    

    
      Cardinal Harkedia of the God of Justice and Truth, Siportyne, mentioned sacrilege, unable to endure the Emperor’s actions and words no longer.
    

    
      “Did you just say sacrilege to Us?” asked the Emperor, looking astonished.
    

    
      “That’s right! If these actions are not meant to insult the gods, then how can you show such insulting mannerisms to the agents of the gods, the cardinals?!”
    

    
      As the emperor representing the Laviter Empire and the cardinals symbolizing each temple clashed, a savage atmosphere surged in the throne room.
    

    
      “Puhahahahaha, hahahahahahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Hadveria burst out in laughter. The expressions of the cardinals instantly stiffened in outrage. Within his booming laughter so loud it shook the throne room, was a dominating energy. No god-fearing man could ever make such a laugh.
    

    
      “You dare to utter the dirty accusation that We have insulted God?! As if you bastards have not just one life, but two!” thundered the Emperor.
    

    
      “Gugh…!”
    

    
      “Ngh!”
    

    
      The cardinals groaned in shock at the Emperor’s extreme words, their bodies shaking in rage. He might be the emperor of the Laviter Empire, but even he could not insult the cardinals to this degree. If a heresy inquisition was declared, the people would turn their backs on their ruler, and afterwards, the nobles and knights could follow suit and raise a rebellion. Not only that, but it was possible that the neighboring kingdoms would invade the Empire, fearing that the accusations of heresy would spread to them. Protecting an emperor with an heresy inquisition leveled against him could result in being accused of heresy themselves, so the nobles and all the others would have to toss aside the Emperor.
    

    
      But in spite of all that, Hadveria roared at the agents of the gods, the cardinals, and even cursed them as bastards.
    

    
      “Listen well. I never betrayed God. It is merely that the God I serve is not the God you bastards serve.”
    

    
      The moment the Emperor’s words rang out, a man revealed himself from behind the Emperor. In his hands was a relic shrouded in a black aura—a black sickle deeply embedded in a crimson heart that looked as if it would move at any moment.
    

    
      “T-The Relic of Kerma!”
    

    
      “Oh, Gods above…”
    

    
      Upon seeing the Relic of Kerma, an object vilified everywhere on the Continent, the cardinals were plunged into yet another type of shock. The Emperor’s declaration just now held a tremendous meaning. It was a declaration of true heresy, a declaration that among the children of the Great God, he would worship Kerma, abandoning the good gods.
    

    
      Now, there was no going back. The temples and the Laviter Imperial Family were enemies.
    

    
      “As one who is infected by evil, you shall receive the judgment of the religious law! You dare to worship the Evil God, Kerma?!”
    

    
      His voice shaking, Cardinal Avekior stabbed a trembling finger at the Emperor.
    

    
      “Le-Let us return.”
    

    
      “There is no reason to stay here.”
    

    
      Shocked by the Emperor’s declaration of conversion to Kerma, the cardinals hastily turned to leave.
    

    
      
        Thuuud!
      
    

    
      The moment they did so, they heard the resounding thud of the throne room’s doors slamming shut in the distance.
    

    
      “Huhuhu… Where do you think you’re going? The only place you bastards are going is the hell of Lord Kerma, who shall take very good care of you corrupt fools.”
    

    
      The evil laugh of Cardinal Lukardion snaked over the Relic of Kerma in his hands and echoed in the throne room.
    

    
      “Kuku. By now, the high level priests and paladins who accompanied you from each of the temples should be returning to God while bleeding out. And when today is over, all of the temples within the Empire will be destroyed for the crime of treason. Kuhahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      “Puhahahahahahahahaha!” guffawed Lukardion, mirroring Emperor Hadveria’s mirth.
    

    
      
        Thump.
      
    

    
      “Oh… Gods above.”
    

    
      Consumed by their fear of their impending deaths, the cardinals slumped to the ground, closing their eyes and seeking their gods.
    

    
      
        Cla-cla-clang.
      
    

    
      Imperial Knights with unsheathed swords approached. Not as humans, but as Death Knights plastered from head to toe with the stench of death…
      

    

    
      “I apologize for having taken so long to come see you, Your Lordship.”
    

    
      “Haha. Such things can happen in life, think nothing of it.”
    

    
      Jamir had come, leading the Rubis Merchants, who hadn’t been able to enter the territory due to Laviter’s threats.
    

    
      “I did pray earnestly to the gods for the sake of Your Lordship and Nerman from afar.”
    

    
      I could feel his sincerity. Jamir might be a businessman, but he and I weren’t just passing acquaintances.
    

    
      “It is my belief that the territory is safe thanks to you. I ask that you take good care of us in the future as well.”
    

    
      “Nonsense, Your Lordship. That is something I should be saying, but you beat me to the chase.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Haha. Then go ahead and say it. I’ll take good care of you.”
    

    
      “I shall do my utmost to aid Nerman and Your Lordship.”
    

    
      Jamir bowed, saying he would aid me despite being far from a knight. His form of aid was simple. I would be grateful enough if he could just earn a ton of money for me.
    

    
      “But is that rumor true? The rumor that the Laviter Emperor is imprisoning the cardinals and the high level priests of all the temples in the Imperial Palace.”
    

    
      Before Jamir’s arrival, we heard a shocking piece of news through the merchants. The black information merchant Saker, who had been feeding me rather useful information, had disappeared without any word of his departure. He left as silently as he came, like the wind. Because of that, I was hungry for reliable news.
    

    
      “Astonishingly, it is true. And not just that. All temples within the Empire have been destroyed.”
    

    
      ‘Holy moly! That means this situation is now out of control.’
    

    
      The Laviter Emperor had brought about an impressive feat even I could not resolve myself to do. He sure was doing some crazy shit that Poltviran couldn’t even hope to come close to. I, at least, held the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, in high regard. I wasn’t one to put much faith in gods, but I had full respect for the goddess Aramis believed in. But this Emperor dove straight into the fire, blowing anything I’d ever done completely out of the water.
    

    
      ‘His name was Hadveria, right? I’d like to meet him once.’
    

    
      I had the feeling we would meet one day. I felt something akin to awe for him as I watched Jamir speak.
    

    
      “I think no one has any clue what the Emperor is thinking. He is indeed an Emperor with great charisma and many secrets, but that he would go so far out of bounds like this is way beyond anyone’s expectation.”
    

    
      ‘Out of bounds, you say? Well, that can happen if things go haywire.’
    

    
      I myself didn’t have much love for the priests of the temples, so I could understand the Emperor’s feelings a little. The priests who gleefully exchanged the mercy spoken by the gods into money and benefits were just asking to get their pointy noses smashed in.
    

    
      “Is there anything else of note?”
    

    
      “What do you mean by ‘of note’...?”
    

    
      “I mean things like incidents happening without much fanfare in the Laviter Empire.”
    

    
      Rubis was a massive merchant group that did business all over the world. I wanted to find out all the details I could about the Empire, which kept bothering my nerves.
    

    
      “There aren’t any real incidents of note, other than the fact that many of the Imperial Knights guarding the palace have been replaced and that the Yukane and Baerkain Kingdoms have dispatched Skyknights.”
    

    
      ‘The Imperial Knights were replaced?’
    

    
      It might not be a very important matter, but the words suddenly really bothered me.
    

    
      “When it comes to the Imperial Knights, aren’t they primarily the scions of noble families? So what do you mean by ‘they were replaced’?”
    

    
      “Well, I’m not clear on the details myself, but it’s said the Imperial Knights of the capital went on some sort of mission, after which contact was lost with at least half of them. The Emperor is known to use the Imperial Knights for many of his plans, so this incident didn’t make a big splash. Does Your Lordship think it’s an issue?”
    

    
      It wasn’t really an issue, per say. They weren’t even my knights, so whether the man stir fried or boiled them, he could do however he pleased.
    

    
      ‘Did he make a special squadron or something?’ I wondered if Hadveria was maybe making something like a special forces unit to pull some sort of master plan. ‘That shouldn’t be able to do anything to Nerman though. Haah, Laviter really is like a wisdom tooth.’
    

    
      When I started high school, I had my wisdom teeth removed early. One night, I found myself wracked with extreme wisdom tooth pain. The teeth hidden deep inside my gums had emerged early, and because I was stressed from the high school entrance exams happening at the same time, I got an infection so bad I could hardly sleep at night from the pain. The pain would sometimes disappear, making me feel like I could live again, but then the wisdom teeth would strike again with a vengeance.
    

    
      The Laviter Empire was exactly the same. I really wanted to pluck out this damned Emperor Hadveria who apparently liked to nurse a grudge.
    

    
      “Other than that… I’m sure Your Lordship already knows. A great number of the Laviter Empire’s forces are lining up at the Havis Kingdom borders, where they can advance on Nerman right away.”
    

    
      Even without the reminder, I was all too aware of the assembly of imperial troops. If it were the idiotic and brainless Poltviran, I wouldn’t be so worried. The Laviter Empire troops were slotting into place in a perfect array, steadily tightening their vice on Nerman’s neck as if truly possessed with anger. Their battle preparations were so unbelievably perfect that they could invade us this very day.
    

    
      “Haha. It’s not our first time facing this sort of thing. I imagine they’ll also give up when they tire.”
    

    
      “Your Lordship is amazing. I doubt there’s anyone in any of the empires or kingdoms of the Continent who have nerves of steel like yours.”
    

    
      ‘That’s just because…’
    

    
      I was just trying to make a living, and things turned out like this. Was there anyone who really wanted to fight to the death every day? Thanks to all those feeble-minded people who couldn’t bear to see me living a quiet life, there wasn’t a single easy day in my life. It was because I lived fighting tooth and nail that my nerves became as sturdy as steel.
    

    
      “That aside, what are the goods the Rubis Merchants require this time?”
    

    
      Give and take was the basic principle behind a smooth life. There was no way Jamir had come all this way because he was bored and had nothing else to do.
    

    
      “The way Your Lordship puts it sometimes makes me feel like I’m a brazen-faced merchant who only cares about money. Ahem.”
    

    
      “Isn’t that the case?”
    

    
      “Y-Your Lordship…”
    

    
      “Hahaha. It was a joke. The Rubis Merchants, or rather, Executive Jamir and I are like brothers, are we not.”
    

    
      Jamir went from looking startled to having a warm expression at my mention of brothers.
    

    
      “This is why I cannot help but respect Your Lordship. Your skill in freezing and melting a merchant’s heart is truly exceptional. It’s not too late even now. If you would like to devote yourself to the business world, I will give you a big push.”
    

    
      ‘Push me? Where? Off a cliff?’
    

    
      The mighty Kang Hyuk couldn’t bow his head to a few coppers. Even if it was a small territory, I wanted to live as the main character, where I could act freely as I wished.
    

    
      “That you’ll need salt is a given, and you’ll also need the dwarven goods… What else do you need?”
    

    
      “There’s that thing, isn’t there? The glass on the windows of your castle. Is it possible for Your Lordship to sell that to us?”
    

    
      ‘Glass? Of course.’
    

    
      “But hm, it's a bit of an expensive product. Our glass is a work of art set entirely apart from shoddy glass made elsewhere, you see…”
    

    
      Jamir had told me before that an average sheet of glass cost 10 Gold. The glass we made was fortified glass resistant to most impacts, as well as clear colored glass with dyes mixed in. They weren’t things you could buy with money on the Continent.
    

    
      “I know. As a product made by the esteemed dwarves, I can only imagine how impressive the glass must be. As such, if you would give our merchant group the chance, we will do our best to turn it into a continent-wide luxury item.”
    

    
      Jamir spoke enthusiastically, his eyes sparkling.
    

    
      ‘I’ll take you up on that!’
    

    
      Despite my hemming and hawing, I had already decided to make an exclusive contract with the Rubis Merchants the moment Jamir brought it up. In truth, the materials that went into glass were as cheap as they came. Even though glass and salt had similar production costs, glass was a high-value product that fetched a far higher price.
    

    
      “Seeing as Executive Jamir is so enthusiastic, I will entrust this matter to you once again.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Your Lordship!”
    

    
      The goods were just sitting around anyway. He was volunteering to sell a new specialty product of the territory, so I was happy enough to give him a bonus. However, I never exposed my feelings outwardly. No matter how close we were, a merchant was a merchant.
    

    
      “Also, Your Lordship…”
    

    
      “What, do you have another request?”
    

    
      “...This is to some extent just my intuition, but I believe the Continent will soon be struck with a famine.”
    

    
      “...!!!”
    

    
      ‘What’s this all about now?’
    

    
      I snapped to attention at the mention of a famine.
    

    
      “According to the reports coming from our branch offices, the grain regions have become considerably waterlogged because of the rain coming down at the moment. In addition, there are signs of plague outbreak all over the Continent.”
    

    
      ‘Holy shit, plague…’
    

    
      The living environment of Kallian’s people was undoubtedly poor compared to the 21st century. But because of magic and holy power that could not be explained by modern medicine, the control of diseases bordered on excellence. So to hear about plagues, and from the prudent Jamir, no less, was shocking.
    

    
      “We are investigating it in detail, but I believe there is some kind of plot afoot. There have only been a few cases in history where infectious diseases of different types have appeared simultaneously across the Continent in not just one place, but many. Whenever that has happened, it was accompanied by a tremendous famine, causing countless people to suffer.”
    

    
      ‘Wait a sec, something like this has happened before?’ I thought, then hurriedly asked, “When are the other times that this has happened?”
    

    
      “We-Well…” Jamir’s expression grew dark. “Such things have occurred when the priests of the Evil God, Kerma, spread their curses.”
    

    
      “The priests of Kerma?”
    

    
      ‘Wait, were those guys that much of a problem?’
    

    
      Even I had heard about the priests of the Evil God. Kerma, who ruled the 12th month of the 12 months, was a necessary evil, the only one of the Great God’s children in charge of darkness, curses, and evil. Just hearing his name gave me chills and lowered my mood.
    

    
      “In the past, when the priests of the Evil God Kerma stirred, the temples would systematically take care of them. But now, the temples are entirely unable to do so. Hahh… I think things will blow up big time very soon. A plague is something that will cause immeasurable damage if it isn’t controlled from the outset…”
    

    
      Unable to continue, Jamir trailed off, looking regretful.
    

    
      ‘Looking at Jamir’s expression, he’s not joking.’
    

    
      It sounded like a real conundrum to my ears as well. It didn’t matter to Nerman and me, since we had the beloved favorite of the gods, the Saintess Aramis, but the situation in other places would be very different. And seeing as the rain was still coming down in sheets, chaos was clearly about to erupt all over the Continent.
    

    
      ‘It must all be karma.’
    

    
      The suffering that was descending on the innocent people… wasn’t something I could do anything about. My first and foremost duty was to protect my territory and my people.
    

    
      “I recommend that you stockpile as much food as possible. If famine and plague grow rampant, Nerman will have to play an important role.”
    

    
      Those were not words spoken for profit as a merchant, but true feelings from his exposed heart as a human. Everyone knew that unlike other merchant groups, the Rubis Merchants weren’t completely blinded by profit.
    

    
      “I fully understand.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Your Lordship.”
    

    
      I’d always thought this way, but as important as money was, it was also just as important to know how to use it. Rather than living like a scrooge, refusing to let a single coin leave their claws even in death, it was better to work as hard as you could and use your earned money in style. That was how I intended on living.
    

    
      “If there’s anything else you need, discuss it with Sir Derval.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      ‘It seems that the gods are well and truly angry.’
    

    
      This was definitely not because of the gods, but because of the corrupt priests who served the gods. It wasn’t as if the transcendental beings that were the gods would have changes of heart. All of this was certainly the self-incurred wrath caused by humans who prioritized their own interpretation of god’s love.
    

    
      ‘Aramis will cry a ton if she hears.’
    

    
      Even now, Aramis cried buckets for the matters of others. She would definitely cry without being able to sleep if she found out that famine and plague were breaking out.
    

    
      ‘The Kerma priests. I’ve got to put them on my caution list as well.’
    

    
      However it might be for other places, they would never be able to step foot on my territory. The only places permitted for foreigners were the Nerman Road and Denfors. The entire territory was patrolled by Skyknights every day, and suspicious individuals were immediately reported to the guard soldiers.
    

    
      Lead by example, and others will follow.
    

    
      There’s different, and then there’s Nerman different.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 185: The Seeds of Evil Being Sown
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Saluuute!”
    

    
      “Greetings to Your Lordship.”
    

    
      I was greeted by a crisp salute in the Weyn Covert of Denfors, a place Nerman had previously used as a covert.
    

    
      ‘It was an excellent choice.’
    

    
      There were more and more merchants coming to the territory, and we needed a large space to conduct transparent trade with them. Weyn Covert was chosen for the job. Wyvern hangars were assigned to large and middling merchant groups for a set price, and other than the Rubis Merchants, the rest of the merchants purchased all the goods produced in Nerman in public sales.
    

    
      Of course, the large merchant groups could tyrannize the smaller merchants using prices, so we offered a set rate to the middling merchants. I wanted to protect the middling merchants, who eked out a living earning money day by day. In Korea as well, the smaller companies were pitiful existences who were at the mercy of the conglomerates. It was the same here, but I didn’t want them to live like that.
    

    
      “It’s good to see you, my lord.”
    

    
      “May the blessing of the gods be upon you…”
    

    
      Upon entering the covert, the busily moving merchants, soldiers, and civilians bowed low to show their respect, their greetings full of sincerity, not pretense. A pleased smile floated to my lips.
    

    
      “Welcome, my lord.”
    

    
      “You’ve worked hard, Sir Andriave.”
    

    
      Andriave was a friend and assistant to Derval, who was responsible for the executive management of the territory. The man with the unique mismatched eyes was in charge of the territory’s important trades.
    

    
      “No such thing, my lord. This is something I naturally must do.”
    

    
      To him, it wasn’t work, but enjoyment. From what I heard, the gross cost of goods coming in and out in a single day exceeded a million Gold. Such a sum was easy enough to say, but a million was an amount most territories would make in one month.
    

    
      “As I have always said, the territory’s profits are important, but do your best to not lose balance in all things.”
    

    
      Wearing a benevolent smile, I uttered a phrase meant for the surrounding merchants’ ears.
    

    
      ‘We’re gonna do business for a long time, so you gotta live with a ‘the customer is king’ mentality!’
    

    
      The shout in my heart differed sharply from my words. Nerman had several specialty products that would be difficult to source elsewhere anyway. Firing a little lip service as an owner and CEO was no biggie.
    

    
      “I heard there were still people conducting private transactions, but how is it now?”
    

    
      “There haven’t been any private transactions in the last few days. However, about a week ago, there were some people trying to pull things like that on the sly, but they were exposed and expelled.”
    

    
      “That so? Under territory martial law, regardless of whoever they are, confiscate all their goods and immediately expel them from the territory,” I shouted, loudly enough for all to hear.
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      One might call me a communist or a proponent of restrictive, exclusionary politics, but I didn’t care. I could endure such disgrace for the happiness of the territory. This was a place where you could earn an appropriate reward for the amount of sweat you dripped. What could you call such a place other than paradise?
    

    
      ‘I’m sure they all know now that Nerman is not to be looked down on.’
    

    
      All sorts of things could happen in life. You might become greedy for someone else’s things or accidentally do injury to others. Naturally, you could also have a very human moment of avarice or make a mistake. However, for the smooth operation of the territory, I was stringent on punishing crimes in order to make an example out of the violators. We even sussed out confessions out of liars using magic, so within a few months, the number of liars in the territory sharply dropped.
    

    
      The law wasn’t almighty, but it could establish a standard for living. Also, it wasn’t just the territory citizens who fell under territory law, but the merchants and mercenaries who operated in our borders. Here, where my word was law, my will was capable of regulating everyone.
    

    
      “Be sure to supervise your subordinates well. Keep in mind that I can forgive many things, but not those who use their official seat to secure profit for themselves, no matter how small.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      Unlike regular workers, I held administrative officials to a higher moral standard. If they took bribes or carried out any sort of injustice, I knew they could become the main cause for polluting the territory with corruption.
    

    
      ‘Do your jobs well, fellas. As long as you listen obediently, you’ll never be short of money your entire life.’
    

    
      I didn’t say the previous words for Andriave and the knights nearby, but for the merchants craning their ears while glancing furtively at me. I wanted them to think what would happen to them if they misstepped when I was this tough on my subordinates.
    

    
      ‘Guess the rain is finally stopping…’
    

    
      Before I knew it, the clouds had receded, and one beam of light was slowly revealing itself far in the distance. It was a sure sign that the rainy season was coming to an end.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      In Kellinford County of the Indesse Kingdom, a territory downstream of the Valphoi River, a certain man was standing by the rushing water. Due to the river bank crumbling in several places and the river overrunning from the worst torrential rain in decades, the territory had taken immense damage.
    

    
      “The Kesinine poison that’s been scattered upstream will give you all dysentery. All those who drink the polluted water will grow ill with infectious disease and struggle between life and death. Kuhuhuhuhuhu.”
    

    
      Because of the flooding, even the well water used for drinking had become muddy, but this man even sprayed poison upstream, then mumbled to himself.
    

    
      
        Flap flap.
      
    

    
      The rain might have stopped, but the wind was fierce, and the man’s gray robe whipped in the gale, revealing a certain tattoo on his wrist.
    

    
      The crimson heart and a sharp, black sickle was a chilling sight.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Ombrikana hadvessans…”
    

    
      The capital of the Mercenary Kingdom, where the peaks of the Ossis Mountains could be seen far away, was the hometown of mercenaries, thousands of whom left on trips every day. As such, there was a tremendous number of horses in the capital. Within the capital was a horse market where such horses were sold and bought, and because darkness had descended in full force, the market was quiet and most were sleeping.
    

    
      Deep in one of the stables in the market, a man attired as a stablehand recited some indecipherable words.
    

    
      “Karvenaam!”
    

    
      The man uttered the final word with emphasis.
    

    
      
        Szzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.
      
    

    
      Suddenly, a hazy black smoke began to whirl within the stable.
    

    
      
        Twang, twing, twaaang.
      
    

    
      The swirling smoke spread to the sleeping horses, and shortly afterwards, fleas and similar pests began to jump wildly on their bodies.
    

    
      
        Neeeeeeigh! Neeeigh!
      
    

    
      Startled from their sleep by the sudden and fierce assault of fleas and other pests, the horses screamed.
    

    
      “The cities the mercenaries go to on these horses will face this curse. Animals and people bitten by these fleas and pests, which have been infected with the curse of death, will waste away from high fever before suddenly perishing. Kuhuhu. They will be deeply blessed with the grace of Lord Kerma. Huhuhuhu.”
    

    
      The curse of plague was one that only priests of Kerma could call down. If there were priests around, they could use purification prayer to prevent the spread of any infectious diseases. But right now, each of the temples were wholly paralyzed.
    

    
      The priests of the Evil God appearing everywhere gleefully spread their death curses. And not just in one or two places, but all over the Continent, as quiet and as stealthy as the creeping hand of death.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “It’s the same principle as a Blessed Spear. If you pour mana into this mithril arrow and fire it, it will fly with a speed similar to a Blessed Spear. Also, if you imbue the mana with your will, you can land the arrow where you want.”
    

    
      “Would I be able to do it, too?”
    

    
      “Of course. Hoho. If it’s Lord Kyre, you can certainly manage it and then some.”
    

    
      After the rain stopped, summer began in earnest. Rumors of water-related disasters occurring all over the Continent traveled swiftly to us through merchants coming in and out of the territory. Thankfully, there wasn’t much damage to Nerman. A great deal of rain had fallen, but the mountains shielded us somewhat and the land absorbed the rain, so the impact was limited to a bit of dampness. In fact, with the shimmering light of the sun, the crops quickly absorbed the water and nutrients and were growing abundantly. 
    

    
      I made the time to go see Narmias. Aramis must have heard the news from someone, because she went into secluded prayer for the natural disasters and plague signs occuring around the Continent. I couldn’t bring myself to bother her when faced with her sheer nobility.
    

    
      ‘It should cost less if we use arrows.’
    

    
      Instead of Blessed Spears, the elves used archery. From the shaft of the bow, to the string and even the arrows, everything was mithril. But a bow could be continually used after it was made, and the mithril, magic crystals, and various other production costs of an arrow were about 1/10th of a spear.
    

    
      “In particular, if you use the arrows with the help of a Sylph, you can swiftly increase your range and destructive power.”
    

    
      Narmias did not stint on anything with me, telling me the archery secrets of the elves in detail.
    

    
      ‘It’s no good to use a knife for butchering a cow to butcher a chicken, so this is good.’
    

    
      The Skyknights often encountered monster groups during their patrols. No matter how tight our defense was, the Rual and Kovilan Mountains were long and extensive, so monsters frequently attempted to come into the territory. The monsters were crafty and often launched roundabout surprise attacks on stationed soldiers. Whenever that happened, patrolling Skyknights would find out and kill or repel the beasts, but repeated use of the spears inevitably ended with them breaking or being destroyed. Of course, we could also use spears made of iron, but then the accuracy would fall, so we could only use those for intimidation purposes. But if we utilized the archery of the elves, we could easily repel miscellaneous monsters like orcs. Even if my Skyknights used the arrows used by regular archers and not mithril ones, that would be enough to strike fear into the hearts of orcs.
    

    
      “Thanks, Narmias.”
    

    
      Narmias grinned at me. Summer had come, but thanks to her natural constitution and the full-body mithril armor she wore, she didn’t seem to feel the heat.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “For what?”
    

    
      “Thanks to you, all the elves have gained new friends and a new world. Lately, the Elven Village has been overflowing with vitality day after day.”
    

    
      “Ach, I didn’t do much…”
    

    
      In truth, that was nothing compared to what I gained from the elves. Other than breaking their defeated and insular mentality, I hadn’t done much else.
    

    
      But what they gave in exchange was beyond imagination. They contributed a great deal to my paradise plans that had seemed so farfetched. The road, castle, and various buildings they made in cooperation with the dwarves were incredible feats that even an empire wouldn’t dare attempt to match what they did. On top of that, they were also helpful to the people living on the territory. The elves who were extremely skilled in magic and summoning frequently took care of monsters that slipped past the patrols, and they also sometimes dropped by and helped the people with farmwork.
    

    
      Their natural actions of harmony had a synergistic effect on the territory, in both visible and invisible ways. However, the elves remembered what they received more distinctly than what they gave, a beautiful trait that humans should emulate.
    

    
      “Narmias…”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Wait a little. When the territory is stable, I’ll…”
    

    
      I wasn’t able to continue. I still lacked the experience to make a marriage proposal. The proposals I’d seen on TV weren’t so half-hearted.
    

    
      “I am… fine with anything. As long as I can be by your side… I do not wish for anything more.”
    

    
      The sublime words of love the elves spoke were always so pleasing to the ear. Her words held thorough trust and contentment that demanded absolutely no conditions or strings attached. Looking at Narmias, who taught me again that I wasn’t alone, I quietly reached out a hand and caressed her soft cheek.
    

    
      ‘You don’t have to wait much longer. Let’s get married in style.’
    

    
      Age was no longer an issue. I was the Lord of Nerman, someone above the spiteful remarks of others. No matter who came at me, even if they were the emperor of an empire, I was confident. I had the strength to love and protect what was mine, so there was nothing I needed to bend to in the world.
      

    

    
      “What is this sudden sortie all about…”
    

    
      “Was there always a place like this in the Bertz Mountains?”
    

    
      The Skyknights dispatched to the Laviter Empire from the Yukane and Baerkain Kingdoms participated as ally troops to attack Nerman and received flight training with the imperial troops. Under an imperial mandate to fly to the Bertz Mountains, they followed the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard deep into the mountains and landed in a fairly large clearing.
    

    
      “I suppose we’ll find out if we wait.”
    

    
      “What a sorry state we’re in.”
    

    
      The Laviter Empire could be seen as the main adversary of the kingdoms. The Skyknights were deeply saddened by the kings who bent the knee to such an adversary and dispatched them as ally troops. Some of them tried to look good in front of the imperial troops, but most of the kingdom Skyknights were ill at ease. They weren’t regular soldiers, but Skyknights who could be called the main force of their kingdoms. They participated because they couldn’t defy the royal command, but most of them were elites who could guess what kind of sorry state the kingdoms would find themselves in as a result. Everyone knew at least that the Empire was happy to see them die bravely in battle.
    

    
      As such, the kingdom Skyknights weren’t excited for the coming battle. They descended from their wyverns and lined up on the ground.
    

    
      “Now, follow me and move. Go!”
    

    
      The ten Laviter Imperial Skyknights at the front strode forward, not taking off their helmets even after landing. The Imperial Guard might have a great deal of discipline, but even so, the man’s frosty and cold voice gave the listeners chills. They even felt fear, as if the knight wasn’t human.
    

    
      The kingdom Skyknights left their wyverns behind and followed in silence.
    

    
      
        Bzzzz!
      
    

    
      The moment they left the clearing and went onto a mountain path, they experienced the sensation of passing through a strange barrier.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      And then, they saw it—an enormous magic tower that hadn’t been visible just moments before. To their shock, the magic tower made of black stones was covered in moss and ivy, as if it had withstood the test of time.
    

    
      “Wh-Where are we?”
    

    
      “Black magic?”
    

    
      Although the Imperial Skyknights should have heard the exclamations of their allies, they didn’t say anything and marched to the plaza of the black magic tower. The 400 kingdom Skyknights muttered fearfully, but the Imperial Skyknights didn’t stop to explain. They were a perfect reflection of the arrogant Empire.
    

    
      “All men, wait here.”
    

    
      After saying that, the Laviter Skyknights disappeared into the massive black magic tower.
    

    
      “Even for the Empire, this is too much!”
    

    
      “Yes! We aren’t knights of the Empire, so why must we act like dogs?!”
    

    
      “Let us return to the kingdom and have a decisive battle with the Empire instead! If the two kingdoms combine their strength, they won’t be able to act recklessly!”
    

    
      In their kingdoms, the Skyknights possessed smaller territories or important positions in court. Their suppressed rage towards the imperial troops exploded all at once.
    

    
      It wasn’t just today. Ever since they left their kingdoms and came onto imperial territory, they suffered insults not just from other knights, but from supply soldiers and regular infantry. The sight of the Imperial Skyknights disappearing after telling them to wait was the last straw on the camel’s back.
    

    
      “Huhuhuhu…”
    

    
      “Kikikikikikikikikiki…”
    

    
      Just then, the kingdom Skyknights’ ears picked up on creepy laughter.
    

    
      “Wh-Who is it?!”
    

    
      “What manner of bastards are you?!”
    

    
      The kingdom Skyknights found themselves unconsciously unsheathing their swords at the ominous laughter. The moment their yells rang out, mages wearing black robes appeared at the windows of the magic tower and all around the plaza.
    

    
      “Welcome. I am the Tower Master of the Shining Magic Tower, Galuaice.”
    

    
      “Shining Magic Tower?!”
    

    
      “This is really a black magic tower!”
    

    
      The Skyknights shouted, appalled.
    

    
      “From this point on, you will be born again. You will shed those fearful, powerless, and foolish human bodies and be reborn as immortal knights who do not die when they are killed. Kukukukuku,” guffawed Galuiace, standing at the top of the magic tower.
    

    
      The kingdom Skyknights looked at each other with ashen faces.
    

    
      “Shut up! How dare you say such nonsense, who do you think we are?!”
    

    
      “Where did the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard go?!”
    

    
      “We can kill all you wicked mages!”
    

    
      The kingdom Skyknights unanimously burst out in rage, desperately railing against Galuaice’s ridicule.
    

    
      “Say that after seeing the state of your bodies. The moment you arrived here, cherpo petal powder has been making its way into your bodies. Kukuku. If you don’t believe me, try activating your mana.”
    

    
      At Galuiace’s friendly(?) recommendation, the Skyknights hastily attempted to access their mana.
    

    
      “Gugh!”
    

    
      “No…”
    

    
      “My mana is gone…”
    

    
      Their swords held aloft, the knights groaned. The truth of this man who called himself Galuaice became painfully clear. Their faces filled with confusion and fear.
    

    
      “Everyone! Retreat to the wyverns!”
    

    
      “We must survive and tell everyone about the Empire’s wicked plan!”
    

    
      But the Skyknights were not ones to submit quietly to death. Even with their mana gone, the Skyknights displayed the gallantry of knights.
    

    
      “Kukuku.”
    

    
      “Where do you think you’re going?”
    

    
      However, that was where their resistance ended. The moment the 400 Skyknights turned to return to their wyverns, the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard were suddenly there.
    

    
      They weren’t the ten who had disappeared. Over a hundred Imperial Skyknights were waiting for them, their swords drawn.
    

    
      “Da-Dark Blades…”
    

    
      “They were De-Death Knights.”
    

    
      Surprisingly, they were wearing the crimson cloaks of Imperial Guard attire, but the color of the mana coming from their swords wasn’t pure blue light, but the black of complete darkness. The kingdom Skyknights, who had been ready to resist, were plunged into despair.
    

    
      “Now then, cease your petty resistance. For the construction of our mighty Empire of Darkness, we must offer your blood as a sacrifice.”
    

    
      To the very end, Galuaice ridiculed the 400 kingdom Skyknights as he urged them to die.
    

    
      
        Clank clank clank!
      
    

    
      And with those words, the Laviter Imperial Knights armed with black blades advanced in attack formation. As beings who were no longer human, their helmets exuded the gleam of evil akin to the despair of hell.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 186: One who Knows How to Wait
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “From today onwards, the army organization will be broken down for the time being and we’ll use these forces to fight the Laviter Empire.”
    

    
      It felt like I was getting openly threatened by a gangster on a street full of people. We set up a basic defense formation centered around the hurriedly completed border fort. The already existing special patrol troops in the Kovilan Mountains changed locations, and more troops were sent to cover around 30 spots, which were positioned between the highest peaks. Because there was a double surveillance system, any enemy movements would be reported to Nerman the moment they showed up in the mountains.
    

    
      Today, we were holding the final meeting for inspecting Nerman’s battle readiness.
    

    
      “As you know, the imperial troops will come swarming in from both land and air. Unlike the surprise attacks relying on superiority in wyvern numbers that we have experienced in the past, they will definitely attack the territory with textbook coordinated operations. And all of Laviter’s forces will be concentrated here, on the border fort.”
    

    
      
        Clack!
      
    

    
      I rapped one spot on the Nerman map hanging on the wall with my baton. It was the border fort at the border between Havis and Nerman. This fort’s existence was certainly already known to our enemies thanks to the merchants passing through. The enemies likely knew about its sturdy walls, elite troops, and anti-air defenses that were only available in Nerman.
    

    
      “Sir Derval, what is your prediction of the number of land troops that can currently invade?”
    

    
      Although he was in charge of the territory’s administration, because he had a natural-born sense for tactics, Derval elbowed out the other knights and took the spot as the strategy advisor. He responded immediately to my question by reading out the well-prepared documents in his hands.
    

    
      “Our latest intel reports that the 10th Platoon of the Western Corps and the 2nd, 4th, 5th, 8th, and 9th Platoons that are key components of the Southern Corps have 500,000 elite troops fully arrayed to invade our territory at the Havis Kingdom’s borders. As you know, imperial platoons  are made up of 100,000 troops each, with each corps having 5,000 cavalry and thousands of infantry, spearmen, archers, and artillerists. Of course, those numbers do not count the supply troops, who cannot be used for battle.”
    

    
      ‘Carelessly spitting out 500,000 like it’s the name of the dog next door…’
    

    
      It was information I already knew, but Derval’s words were unpleasant to the ear. 500k was easy enough to say, but that number of Laviter soldiers was already on par with the total number of civilians living in Nerman. Even though we had dealt them a crushing defeat not long ago, they sprang back like nothing happened and were ready to attack once again.
    

    
      “As for the number of wyverns that are the core of the force… We estimate that with the reserve wyverns of the remaining corps and the wyverns dispatched from each territory combined, there are around 1,500 wyverns total. This number does not include the reinforcements of the Yukane and Baerkain Kingdoms, as well as the Roen Principality.”
    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    
      “Huu…”
    

    
      This wasn’t their first rodeo, so my knights were now emotionless in the face of such staggering wyvern numbers. There was no fear in their faces, but it seemed they couldn’t suppress unconscious sighs. If you converted 1,500 wyverns to the same number of roast chickens, it would be enough poultry to eat for your entire lifetime.
    

    
      ‘Their cavalry alone numbers 25,000. If all their horses pooped simultaneously, they could instantly fill up a manure storehouse.’
    

    
      An empire was indeed an empire.
    

    
      “I’m sure you’ve all realized from hearing Sir Derval’s words, but facing our enemies in a frontal battle is impossible this time as well. I’m sure the enemies have their own plans, but we must block their massive army of 500,000 at the border fort.”
    

    
      The knights were also aware that the battle was fast approaching. The imperial troops would invade Nerman before the coming of winter, and if things went as I expected, they would cross the Havis Kingdom’s borders right at the end of this summer.
    

    
      “My liege, it’s said that plague is rampant in the continent right now, so wouldn’t the enemies also be cautious? If a plague were to break out in their huge army while on the move, there would undoubtedly be chaos even before they fight. Wouldn’t that damned Emperor have figured out that much, at least?” asked Ryker.
    

    
      “Unfortunately, there are no reports that plague has occurred in the Laviter Empire. And as you know, the outcome of the war will most certainly be determined through battles between wyverns. The Emperor will pay no heed to the deaths of mere soldiers.”
    

    
      The infantry was there to maintain public order after the war and eliminate rebel remnants. The outcome of most battles was determined with wyverns.
    

    
      “So the problem is how we handle the enemy wyverns.”
    

    
      “1,500 wyverns…”
    

    
      Nerman also had over 400 wyverns. The Skyknights we lacked were being trained every day to fill the ranks, and we could make up for their lack of experience with the advantages and range of our Blessed Spears.
    

    
      “How about asking help from Bajran, the Havis Kingdom, and also… the Temir? From the looks of it, Bajran has stabilized its imperial power. If they were to help, we could annihilate the Laviter troops in one fell swoop, could we not?”
    

    
      Sir Shailt proposed to ask for help.
    

    
      “We cannot.”
    

    
      Of course asking for help had occurred to me. But we couldn’t do that. The enemies had big numbers, but we had always lived hand in hand with danger of this level. The knights and I had faithfully protected Nerman from such enemies the entire time.
    

    
      ‘It’s human nature to want help again and again after receiving it once.’
    

    
      I knew that the knights weren’t proposing this out of fear, but it was natural that if they grew addicted to the taste of help, their self-reliance would dwindle. Even if it was an uphill path, we would defend Nerman with our own hands.
    

    
      “I also don’t like the idea. All of you know. How have we protected Nerman all this time? When have we ever saved Nerman from danger using ample numbers?” Sir Cedrian spoke up from his silence to voice his opposition. “The Nerman of today was created by our sweat and blood. The current situation can be called a crisis in its own right, but compared to the trials we have overcome so far, it’s nothing. In addition, I am sure that our liege foresaw this difficulty and, like always, made preparations of his own. All we have to do is gallop and stab as his horses and spears. It’s my belief that that is our first and last duty as his knights.”
    

    
      ‘Bravo!’
    

    
      I wanted to applaud, but I held back to avoid revealing my inner thoughts. Like Cedrian said, I already had a basic counterattack in the wings, and what I needed were knights who would trust and follow my lead.
    

    
      “It was my thoughts that were shortsighted,” Sir Shailt said, standing from his seat to bow in apology to me.
    

    
      “No, the reason why we are gathered here today is to bring out all of the knowledge and wisdom in our hearts to deal with the enemy. I know your true feelings and your loyalty towards Nerman better than anyone.”
    

    
      The Nerman of today was here because of them. I might be powerful, but it was impossible to hold twenty weapons with one hand. My knights were the paragons of loyalty upon which this territory was built.
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      The knights saluted me in unison at my words.
    

    
      “My liege, have you prepared a separate stratagem of some kind?” Derval asked.
    

    
      “In the place where I used to live, we had a saying: Offense is the best defense.”
    

    
      “Do you mean to say…”
    

    
      “Pre-emptive strike. We can’t sit and wait to get hit. Just like how we went over the Rual Mountains to attack Poltviran and the Bajran Empire’s forces, we will strike first this time as well.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The knights gazed at me with blazing eyes upon hearing my daring proposal. 
    

    
      If another kingdom was fighting this war and was faced with such a huge difference in forces, they would probably hunker down and wait for the enemies to come to them, focusing on their defenses. But not me. I’m not about to just sit around and wait to get hit by the fist flying towards me like an idiot.
    

    
      “According to our information, the enemy’s wyverns are divided in three locations. Of those three, we will attack the castle of the Yanovis Duchy, which is the one aiming for Nerman Castle. We sortie tomorrow morning. Participating in this battle will be me, the 1st Flight, and Sir Cedrian.”
    

    
      “It is an honor, my liege!” barked Cedrian, rising from his seat in a show of knightly respect.
    

    
      “The leader of the 4th Flight, Lady Janice, will remain in a state of emergency readiness in case of unexpected danger until we return.”
    

    
      “By your will!”
    

    
      Not just anyone could be the leader of a knight order. Skills were one thing, but the most crucial aspect was their loyalty. I had appointed Janice as the leader of the newly formed 4th Flight over Ryker’s opposition.
    

    
      “Then won’t the skies over Denfors be unguarded? My liege… There’s not even a single rat at Fort Ciaris these days thanks to me. I think it would be best if I were to guard Denfors at a time like this…”
    

    
      Ryker’s eyes suddenly began to gleam. Fort Ciaris was a military fortification almost completely devoid of the pleasures of the regular folk. Ryker was clearly scheming to take advantage of my absence to go for(?) Denfors.
    

    
      “Sir Ryker.”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege!”
    

    
      “You’re bored, I’m sure?”
    

    
      “Haha, no such thing. For the most part, my words come from a place of loyalty…”
    

    
      “Then I’ll leave it to you. From what I hear, demon beasts and large monsters are appearing frequently near Orakk Castle these days. I order you to clean them all out by the time I return.”
    

    
      “M-My liege!”
    

    
      Because the Temir no longer posed a threat, there was only one squad of infantry, including cavalry, stationed in Orakk Castle. They did have the ten or so wyverns necessary for patrols, but it was difficult for them to cover such a large region.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Thought you could play around, did you?’
    

    
      Ryker’s little tricks were obvious to my eyes. I had to fix his bad habit of trying to sponge off others his entire life once and for all.
    

    
      “I’m sure you all know, but this battle must once again be kept a tightly held secret. Keep in mind that the moment the 1st Flight departs, each flight must send a squad to Denfors and keep up the appearance of regular patrols.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      For whatever reason, despite arraying their complete troops, the Laviter Empire did not cross the border. It was true that the weather was hot, but they should know that with the rainy season out of the way, now wasn’t the worst time for military action. Before they attacked, it was only sensible that we attacked first.
    

    
      ‘You’re the only ones left! Wait for me, Laviter…’
    

    
      I had already sorted out all the arrogant pricks in the area. Only the big match with the Laviter Empire, the greatest rulers of the Continent, was left.
    

    
      

    

    
      “What would you like to do with Nerman? We need only catch the lord, Kyre, and we should be able to topple Nerman, Havis, Bajran, and even the neighboring kingdoms.”
    

    
      In the Imperial Palace of the Laviter Empire, the black mage Galuiace of the Shining Magic Tower, who now openly used the Imperial Palace teleport array to have audiences with the Emperor, discussed what to do about Nerman with Emperor Hadveria, no, the 8th Circle black magic swordsman Altakas, who was freely allowing his innate black mage aura seep out as he sat imperiously on the throne.
    

    
      Now, there was nothing for them to fear. Most of the Skyknights and Imperial Guard in the capital had become Death Knights, and the wyverns were fed holy water of the Evil God Kerma to change their dispositions. Soon, they would follow in the footsteps of their owners and become Death Wyverns.
    

    
      “He will take action soon.”
    

    
      “I believe so, yes. According to the reports of our agents who have infiltrated Nerman, the man named Kyre is planning something.”
    

    
      “Huhu. I’m sure he is. After all, unlike the others, he’s not an idiot.”
    

    
      Even Altakas acknowledged the skills of the man named Kyre. Kyre was a 7th Circle magic swordsman, a stage Altakas had never even dreamed of when he was the same age, so he had no choice but to acknowledge the young man. That was why Altakas wanted to destroy him even more. He knew that with Kyre’s latent talent, ascending to the 8th Circle, the realm that could be called a human’s limit, was no difficult matter. Rather, Altakas knew very well that enlightenment was something that could come in an instant.
    

    
      “Should we leave him as is…?”
    

    
      “They can only be of use after being killed. Let him rampage to his heart’s content. Then transport the corpses of the wyverns and knights he kills to the magic tower and turn them into Death Knights and Death Wyverns. Huhuhu… then…”
    

    
      Altakas was aware that no one in the world could possibly be his match in terms of one on one strength. However, he knew of the latent power humans held, so he was carefully making complete preparations.
    

    
      In all actuality, if he wanted to, he could use teleport to fly to Nerman and kill Kyre right this instant. However, his plans weren’t complete yet, so he was only bringing his machinations to fruition atop his throne.
    

    
      In the eyes of others, there was no problem in the palace. The priests or high level mages who could sense black magic had already been eliminated. The nobles and knights under mind control were continuing to live as usual.
    

    
      Of course, anyone who had outstanding skills or needed to be removed had long since been turned into Death Knights and were on standby under the palace, the Shining Magic Tower, and a residence made by the Emperor.
    

    
      “A little longer… just a little longer, and the human world will be thrown into chaos. When they can no longer trust each other, and calamity has spread throughout the world, making the people rail out against the gods, that is when I shall step forth. Not as Emperor Hadveria, but as the emperor of a newly born, mighty and wondrous Empire of Darkness. Kuhahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Having survived two hundred years of pain, Altakas was someone who knew how to wait. He was also armed with evil wisdom that allowed him to stealthily approach his goal.
    

    
      The world was unaware. That a calamity bordering on the Demon King’s descent was breathing in the Imperial Palace of the Laviter Empire…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 187: Death Knights and Death Wyverns
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘At last, the Empire!’
    

    
      For the first time, I was crossing over onto Laviter Empire territory. There was that one time when I carried out mental education on the 2nd Prince brat who was harassing the beastmen in the Kovilan Mountains, but this was my first time actually going over the mountains into Laviter proper.
    

    
      ‘So there are plains here, too.’
    

    
      As we went from the enormous majesty of the Kovilan Mountains’ peaks to the utterly flat plains of the Empire, my heart thumped, and I let out a whistle of admiration in spite of myself.
    

    
      We were upstream of the Yukane River, at what was called one of Kallian’s four great plains. Unlike the plains of Nerman, it was dotted with quite a few mountains, and a river was snaking through the land. Before long, I saw castles, buildings, and people.
    

    
      It was early morning. We departed from Nerman in the middle of the night, and after taking two breaks, we crossed the mountains and waited. Then, when dawn broke, we began our invasion of the Empire, heading straight for the castle of Yanovis von Vermillion, which wasn’t all that far from the mountains. Farmers working busily at the crack of dawn and soldiers stationed at the fort and castle to watch for monsters swarming out of the Kovilan Mountains froze at the sight of us.
    

    
      As people of the Empire, who would have ever imagined that such a day would come? We quickly flew past the heads of the shocked Laviter soldiers and civilians, heading for our destination.
    

    
      “All flight leaders, hear me.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The shouts of Skyknights resounded in my ear in response to my command over the communication line. I could tell from the vigor in their voices that they were boiling over with morale, not fear.
    

    
      “The goal of this attack is not the annihilation of the enemy, but to unleash a blitz attack. When the command to retreat is given, move to Nerman without delay. I permit you to fly in individual flights rather than as a unified whole.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      We were flying openly in the air, so the enemies would know about our invasion before long. However, I wasn’t afraid.
    

    
      ‘It’s nice and large here. Should I go for some territory expansion while I’m at it?’
    

    
      Even from above, the Laviter Empire’s enormous land went on without end. For a moment, I entertained the thought of seizing the land as a Nerman colony.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang! Clang! Clang!
      
    

    
      “A-All hands to emergency stations!”
    

    
      “Enemies incoming! The Nerman bastards are coming!”
    

    
      For the Nerman invasion that was put into effect by imperial command, unlike the wyvern flight stationed at the Havis Kingdom borders, there was a specially assigned flight in the Yanovis Duchy that would jump into Nerman as soon as the war started. A fort that guarded against the Kovilan Mountain monsters had just sent them emergency contact, saying that hundreds of Nerman wyverns had invaded Empire territory.
    

    
      “Kyre…!”
    

    
      It was still early in the morning. Unlike the soldiers, as long as they weren’t in a state of emergency, Skyknights had fairly free reign over their waking times. At the sound of the emergency bell of Vermillion Castle, a sound that hadn’t echoed in a truly long time, the Skyknights hastily jumped out of bed, armed themselves, and scrambled to their wyverns. Even for a duchy, the castle itself could not house all 500 wyverns, so a temporary covert had been built outside the walls.
    

    
      “Your Excellency, I believe it must be Count Kyre…”
    

    
      An adjutant approached and carefully mentioned Kyre’s name to the Duke, who had risen early in the morning to hone his swordsmanship. The adjutant was aware of how embarrassing a situation his lord, Duke Yanovis, was put into by Kyre. The Emperor commanded the Duke to remain under house arrest in the duchy, and Prince Alskane didn’t come to visit, not even once. Filled with the desire to recover his bent and smashed pride, Duke Yanovis was chomping at the bit to stand on the front lines in the Nerman invasion.
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “We await your commands.”
    

    
      “This is the land of the Empire and my household! Sortie all Skyknights!”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Duke Yanovis had taken considerable damage from his failed invasion of Nerman. Two thirds of the duchy’s Skyknights had bravely perished, leaving just 70 Skyknights under the Vermillion banner. Thankfully, there were many Skyknights dispatched from the neighboring territories and the Empire’s corps, so they had the forces to engage.
    

    
      “Tell Count Lainke to follow me.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Count Lainke, the Empire’s greatest summoner.
    

    
      ‘Kyre, I won’t be as easily defeated this time!’
    

    
      Because of his large, bull-like eyes and his bulk, Duke Yanovis was once called the Mad Cow. He loudly gnashed his teeth towards the enemy who dared to come knocking.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘They’re pretty fast.’
    

    
      There were around 50 km to fly from the Kovilan Mountains to the Duke’s castle. This operation was a blitz in name, but I didn’t think of it as a cowardly surprise attack. Duke Yanovis was the one who had come with the Prince to attack Nerman. I wanted to sound the prelude of war with the Empire by defeating the man who was called the Mad Cow.
    

    
      And before long, I saw them. The moment I glimpsed the castle far in the distance, I also saw 500 wyverns flying over in a triangular attack formation. No matter how many times I saw it, seeing a full battalion of wyverns was quite a spectacle, though somewhat worrying since they were my enemies.
    

    
      ‘They won’t go down without a fight.’
    

    
      Despite knowing my skills, The Laviter Empire’s Skyknights were charging towards me. I heard that the Empire had developed new Blessed Spears, but they wouldn’t be a match for Nerman’s spears yet.
    

    
      “All forces, switch to attack formation no. 3! I will take the lead!”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      We had a total of three attack formations. Among them, no. 3 was a charging formation pivoted around the lead. We called it Spearhead.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      The territory wyverns following me began to line up behind me. This was the 1st Flight, which could in some ways be called Nerman’s ace. The Skyknights of the flight that was made up of former mercenaries, just like their flight leader, Cedrian, let their rough spirits blaze unfettered in the air.
    

    
      This wasn’t my first or second battle, so I felt no nerves even upon seeing the steadily approaching mass of enormous wyverns.
    

    
      Right now, it felt like we were about to begin a round of an enjoyable game.
    

    
      It was a sense of relaxation that only a 7th Circle mage could enjoy.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Foolish bastard!’
    

    
      The Lord of Nerman who always liked to fly at the lead was a strong person, a terrifying person to meet in battle, even with 500 wyverns.
    

    
      But he picked the wrong day. His opponents today weren’t just Duke Yanovis and ordinary, regular Skyknights. Count Lainke, the Empire’s strongest high summoner of wind, and 20 summoner Skyknights were participating this time, too.
    

    
      ‘As long as you die, your underlings are nothing!’
    

    
      According to their intel, Nerman’s Skyknights were mostly made up of a mishmash of rabble knights who hadn’t gotten proper elite education. Their skills were practically nothing compared to that of the Laviter Empire’s Skyknights.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      
        Whoooooooosh!
      
    

    
      ‘Oh! It’s finally here!’
    

    
      The trump card Duke Yanovis had been waiting for was here. Count Lainke summoned a high spirit, Djinn, and the summoner Skyknights under his command followed by summoning their respective intermediate spirits, Shuriels.
    

    
      ‘I will personally slice off your head!’
    

    
      Because of Kyre, and Kyre alone, his pride and the pride of his house was dragged through mud. Blinded by murderous intent, Duke Yanovis flew vigorously behind the spirits.
    

    
      And then, he saw it—
    

    
      The Djinn and Shuriels whizzing through the air towards Kyre at an incredible speed.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘S-Spirits!’
    

    
      I expected magic at most, but to my shock, I sensed the presence of spirits.
    

    
      ‘A Djinn!’
    

    
      While I was raising my spear and thinking about which spell I would cast, a door to the Spirit Realm opened and spirits popped out. Among them was even a high spirit of wind, a Djinn.
    

    
      It was an emergency. There were only approximately 3 km between us and the enemies.
    

    
      ‘Who do you jerks take me for!’
    

    
      I was flustered, but this turn of events wasn’t anything to run away over.
    

    
      “Djinn, please come out~!”
    

    
      I, too, had a high spirit of wind.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Djinn responded immediately to my call. It appeared in the sky with a flash of blue light.
    

    
      “You called?”
    

    
      Unlike Shuriel, Djinn was capable of conversation.
    

    
      ‘Obviously, since you came,’ I wanted to say, but there was no time for idle retorts.
    

    
      “Block that Djinn flying over.”
    

    
      “Hm… It’s a whelp who hardly measures up to my little toe.”
    

    
      ‘Geh… little toe.’
    

    
      I did hear that summoned spirits possessed a certain degree of the summoner’s will. Clearly under my influence, the Djinn scoffed at the other Djinn flying towards me.
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      And then, it flew as commanded towards the less-than-its-little-toe spirit like a ray of light.
    

    
      
        Baaaam!
      
    

    
      ‘Argh! Are these guys fucking sumo wrestlers or something?! Why are they crashing into each other?!’
    

    
      Someone once said spirits were eco-friendly summons you’d be happy to see even in your dreams, but that was bullshit. The Shuriel and high spirit I’d experienced were so clueless even an engineering student would have to bow to them. I told Djinn to block the other spirit, but the goddamned spirit actually went and collided with the other Djinn in midair. Like sumo wrestlers, the two of them went shoulder to buff shoulder with every ounce of strength they had.
    

    
      
        Kioooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Meanwhile, Shuriels came whizzing towards us, brandishing their fierce claws.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      Bebeto gave an ear piercing roar, enraged by the advance of the fearless spirits. To me, it looked like a battle of ragtag roosters preparing to squabble.
    

    
      ‘You little shits, what do you think you’re playing at?’
    

    
      Feeling absolutely dumbfounded, I raised the spear I liked to use in place of a mana staff at the horde of wind chickens flying towards me.
    

    
      “Violent Wind Spear!”
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      A hundred wind spears formed in the air at my ringing incantation. These spears were worlds apart from the 4th Circle Wind Spear. As soon as they took form, each individual spear began to rotate fiercely, exuding a violent aura.
    

    
      “Go!”
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip!
      
    

    
      The silver eagles of wind, Shuriel, had quickly drawn near.
    

    
      
        Boom! Boooooom!
      
    

    
      
        Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa~!
      
    

    
      Screaming piteously at the ruthless blades of wind that punched through their bodies, the Shuriels were forcibly sent back to the Spirit Realm.
    

    
      ‘They’ve probably shat themselves in blood. Heh.’
    

    
      With the spirits in such a state, I could imagine what the summoners were going through without even seeing them. Blood was probably surging from their noses as they fell unconscious and started crossing the River Lute.
      

    

    
      “Guh…!”
    

    
      He knew that Kyre was strong. He knew, but he didn’t think Kyre would be able to instantly handle a high summoner, an existence that could be counted on one hand on the Continent.
    

    
      But unfortunately for Duke Yanovis, that was just his wishful thinking. As soon as Kyre saw a Djinn get summoned on their side, the Lord of Nerman summoned a Djinn of his own, and the two spirits were now colliding in midair.
    

    
      That wasn’t all.
    

    
      Flying next to him was Count Lainke, who was concentrating on his mana. He was clearly pushed to his limits, but Kyre had the leisure to cast magic and de-summon the intermediate spirits with ease.
    

    
      ‘We… can’t win.’
    

    
      The memories and fear of the previous defeat that he had desperately wanted to forget came surging up within him. Duke Yanovis could feel that his hands were unconsciously trembling.
    

    
      
        Booooooooom!
      
    

    
      “Guaaghh!”
    

    
      A terrible scream came from next to him. The Empire’s greatest summoner, Count Lainke, screamed from the pain of forced de-summoning and crumpled over his wyvern’s back. Not just him, but all of the summoner Skyknights who had followed the Count in battle were either unconscious or slumped in a daze, the reins of their wyverns flutteringly loosely in the air.
    

    
      “Haha, hahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      One man’s laughter dominated the sky, reaching the ears of all on the battlefield on the wind.
    

    
      “Wind Stooooorm!”
    

    
      And as soon as the laughter ceased, a resonant spell incantation filled with mana rang out.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaaaaaaaaash.
      
    

    
      The gleam of sparkling magic came racing towards Duke Yanovis in the front and the Skyknights next to him.
    

    
      
        Paaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa! Whooooooooooooosh!
      
    

    
      While Yanovis was standing in a daze, the 7th Circle spell Wind Storm began to whip and whirl in his vicinity, gathering a tremendous amount of mana from the air.
    

    
      “Gugh…”
    

    
      Cutting blades of wind came crashing into him. In that moment, terrible pain wracked his body, and he saw the world around him being shredded into red.
    

    
      And then, he could no longer see or hear anything.
    

    
      Everything was wind, only wind.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Arghh.”
    

    
      In his entire life, their lord had suffered only two defeats.
    

    
      As they collected the torn remains of Duke Yanovis’ body, the surviving retainers of the ducal House Vermillion wept tears of blood.
    

    
      What they had just experienced could not even be called a battle. The moment the summoner Skyknights they had put their faith on were struck down, the assault of 7th Circle magic and new-model Blessed Spears began. The men of the high-flying imperial ducal household and the reinforcements were hurled to the ground like leaves before a storm.
    

    
      Everything was over so quickly. The summoners collapsed and magic was cast, a barrage of spears fell upon the panicking and horrified imperial Skyknights, and afterwards, the screams of knights and wyverns filled the sky.
    

    
      And that was the end.
    

    
      By the time the survivors recovered their senses, the Lord of Nerman and his Skyknights were gone. They had collected most of the Blessed Spears they had fired, as well as the spears in the packs of the crashed imperial wyverns. The 100 or so surviving Skyknights and knights and soldiers of House Vermillion worked to clean up the battlefield they left behind.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      “!! Wy-Wyverns have appeared!”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Upon seeing a group of wyverns fly in from the east, the knights and soldiers stood frozen in a daze. The Lord of Nerman had disappeared into the west, but this group of wyverns appeared from the east.
    

    
      “Skyknights of the Imperial Guard…”
    

    
      The battle was over, but the Imperial Skyknights appeared only now. It wasn’t just them. Hundreds of gray wyverns appeared with them.
    

    
      
        Flap, flap flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      100 Gold Wyverns landed, bearing the gold-embroidered insignia of the Imperial Family and the crimson cloaks of their riders fluttering proudly in the air. The gray wyverns landed behind them.
    

    
      “I come bearing an imperial command! From this moment on, the Imperial Guard will handle this battlefield, so all men are to return to their respective military camps and stay on standby! You are forbidden from removing a single body or object from this battlefield!”
    

    
      An imperial command fell from the lips of the Imperial Skyknight who was first to land.
    

    
      “I am a retainer of the Vermillion ducal house, Count Davesyen. I don’t understand the imperial command. As a retainer, how could I possibly leave the body of Our Excellency the Duke who bravely perished here? As well as the bodies of the loyal knights of House Ve—”
    

    
      
        Schwip! Bam!
      
    

    
      “Gugh…”
    

    
      Davesyen, a retainer noble of the duchy, began to utter words of protest towards the Imperial Skyknights who had suddenly appeared. However, before he could finish his protest, he groaned. 
    

    
      Without any warning whatsoever, one spear had flown through the air and punched through Count Davesyen’s airplate, burying itself deep into his heart.
    

    
      
        Thud.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Davesyen collapsed, having died instantly from the spear through his heart.
    

    
      “Does anyone else wish to defy the imperial command? If you do not make yourselves scarce at once, everyone will bear the crime of defying the immerial command!”
    

    
      A thunderous roar burst from the lips of the Imperial Skyknight who killed the Count with one strike.
    

    
      “A-As you command!”
    

    
      There was no conceivable reason for such a command. It was incomprehensible, but an imperial command was an imperial command. Knowing the value of their lives, the knights and soldiers began to depart from the battlefield using whatever they could to leave quicker.
    

    
      And within moments, a deathly silence descended upon the battlefield littered with the corpses of wyverns and Skyknights. Several hundred wyverns should have been crying out noisily to one another after landing, but not a single sound disturbed the utter silence. The Imperial Guard and the Skyknights riding the gray wyverns were equally silent.
    

    
      “Huhuhu… The ingredients are all prepared.”
    

    
      A man laughed in satisfaction as he gazed at the corpses of wyverns that had crashed down after being pierced by spears or were ripped apart by magic. Standing atop a gray wyvern, he removed his helmet.
    

    
      “The more resentment and fear they felt before death, the mightier they become when they are reborn as knights of hell. You will all receive the abundant blessings of Lord Kerma along with darkness mana and be reborn… as Death Knights and Death Wyverns. Kuhahahahaha!”
    

    
      
        Clunk, clunk.
      
    

    
      As his laughter rang out, the people on the gray wyverns jumped down, removing their helmets, and ran towards the corpses.
    

    
      “Umbadrakaina…”
    

    
      
        Szzzzzzzz.
      
    

    
      The high level priests of the Evil God Kerma and high level black mages sprayed holy water of death as they uttered black magic and sacred incantations.
    

    
      
        Whoooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      The moment they began to do so, black auras appeared above the corpses of the wyverns and knights, and a cluster of clouds rolled in to block the shocked eyes of the sun from seeing the resurrection ritual of darkness unfolding in the brightness of day below.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 188: I Was Never a Good Master
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “My liege, the enemies are running away. How should we proceed?”
    

    
      Sir Shailt, the leader of the 2nd Flight, asked me a question through the communicator.
    

    
      ‘It’s fishy.’
    

    
      After going over the Kovilan Mountains and defeating the empire wyverns in the Yanovis Duchy Castle, we crossed the Havis Kingdom’s border the next day and blitzed another Laviter Skyknight flight. This time, I brought Sir Shailt and the 2nd Flight, the group in charge of the border fort, with me. But there was a problem.
    

    
      ‘They must know about me, so what’s with this response, or lack thereof? They’re so reckless, it’s almost like they’re itching to die.’
    

    
      As long as the empire’s troops weren’t total idiots, they should have prepared for my attack by pulling back the Skyknights or coordinating their forces to put up a resistance, but the Laviter Skyknights flailed and floundered as if they had never known I was coming. Their formation crumbled after a few spells, spirits, and Superior Blessed Spears. Afterwards, they scattered like mice.
    

    
      “We’re withdrawing for today.”
    

    
      In just a few moments of engagement, we brought down around 250 enemy wyverns. The ambush’s success was as clear as day, so I turned my reins.
    

    
      ‘The Emperor isn’t stupid. And the opponent is the Laviter Empire. There shouldn’t be any reason for them to use such an idiotic tactic…’
    

    
      In truth, if this was a war with a different kingdom or empire and not me, Laviter’s forces were more than prepared. I was the uncouth bastard for going into battle against 500 wyverns with one tiny flight of 100. However, I was already well-versed in aerial battle, and there was no way the enemies didn’t know that I could fire spells specialized for the air, unlike regular mages. Of course, they probably never dreamed that anyone would dare to go deep into the empire to launch a blitz, but the slipshod nature of their defense against me greatly aroused my suspicions.
    

    
      ‘When we’re back, I have to find out the details.’
    

    
      We had just won what could be called a huge victory, but a part of my chest felt dissatisfied. This feeling was on par with the pain of getting a bellyache right when delicious fire-grilled pork belly was ready to eat.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “It’s hard to find out what’s going on in the Laviter Capital?”
    

    
      “Yes. The Imperial Capital has been almost completely shut off using the plague as an excuse. In addition, an imperial command has been issued to have all the nobles stay in their territories.”
    

    
      I was back after launching two Laviter invasions in order to reduce the danger at our throats. Although we had won victories worth being satisfied over, I collected information about the Empire through merchants and mercenaries as soon as I got back to the territory because I had a bad feeling. After about ten days, a strange piece of news came in.
    

    
      “Derval, don’t you also think this is strange? Even though I attacked them, their lack of response rendered them as good as defenseless. Even with their pride as a big, mighty empire, they didn’t proceed to invade or even threaten Nerman.”
    

    
      “I also find it suspicious. In light of the way the Laviter Empire has responded over the years, things should have erupted in chaos by now. But…”
    

    
      Derval’s eyes narrowed as he thought hard, unable to come up with an answer.
    

    
      ‘It’s definitely strange. And very much so, at that.’
    

    
      Nerman had made quick work of 500 Laviter wyverns, but I was still uneasy. I tried gathering information, but nothing came up, and my suspicions only grew.
    

    
      “You still can’t contact the black merchants?”
    

    
      “No. Not just them, but according to what I’ve found out, most of the external contacts of the black merchants have concealed themselves.”
    

    
      ‘Just what the hell is going on? Why’s everyone like this?’
    

    
      I got the feeling that just like how mice and all kinds of insects and animals knew before humans did that an earthquake was coming, the black merchants that were specialized in survival had slipped away before shit went down.
    

    
      “But we need information…”
    

    
      “I think it will be difficult to find out anything about the Laviter Empire at the moment… Unless you go there yourself.”
    

    
      ‘I’d have to go there myself, huh…’
    

    
      “Sir Derval, I have a very bad feeling about this. Recently, Aramis told me she received an oracle where the Continent would be plunged into great suffering. Plague is breaking out and natural disasters are occurring without end in the world right now. I believe we need to stay on our guard as well.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry, my liege. You and the knights are protecting Nerman like an infallible shield,” responded Derval with a voice full of confidence.
    

    
      Whatever happened in the other places, there was no threat of plague in Nerman. Not only was top-grade holy water being supplied to each of the villages, but any strange symptoms were taken care of immediately by our administration network, which connected all of Nerman down to the tiniest hamlets.
    

    
      “Ensure that there is no carelessness in the border inspections, and instruct the knights and soldiers to constantly be on their guard.”
    

    
      “By your will.”
    

    
      “Also, I have somewhere to go tomorrow morning, so do not panic if I am out of the territory for a few days.”
    

    
      “Where to…?” asked Derval cautiously. I could feel his worry for me.
    

    
      “It’s not a dangerous place, so don’t worry.”
    

    
      “Understood. Please do as you wish, my liege.”
    

    
      ‘In order to eliminate the weeds, you have to pull them out by the roots. I’ll use this opportunity… to show you an example of that.’
    

    
      I had carried out two surprise attacks, but there was no report of the infantrymen on standby at the Havis Kingdom borders withdrawing.
    

    
      It was possible that Laviter was the last hurdle I needed to clear in order to achieve my paradise. After all, two tigers couldn’t exist on the same mountain. Either I would die, or the Laviter Empire would perish, one or the other. And now, I intended on bringing out my hidden weapon.
    

    
      It was time to mobilize all the hidden rage I’d been suppressing all this time and crush the Empire.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Ice!”
    

    
      I used basic ice creation magic, a 1st Circle spell. I condensed mana on the ocean with mana that was nearly 8th Circle level.
    

    
      
        Ziiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiing! Crrrrrrrgkkkkkk!
      
    

    
      A short moment after the spell was cast, the ocean water froze over, forming a block of ice 100 meters in diameter.
    

    
      ‘Can’t live without magic~ really can’t~’
    

    
      It was summer, and during the peak of the sun’s baking rays, to boot. I felt my mood improve upon seeing the thick chunk of ice forming over the reflective waves.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. We don’t need a wyvern transport carrier.’
    

    
      If someone saw this, they would call me 120% crazy. I was going to sail the seas without a single skiff, much less a wyvern transport carrier. I made this artificial ice floe to let Bebeto rest before we reached the island called the Bugle of Repose.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      Because Bebeto had been flying for several hours straight over the ocean, he let out a cry of happiness upon seeing a place to land.
    

    
      
        Flap flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      Even without being commanded to do so, Bebeto was smart enough to land on his own. He was always one praiseworthy wyvern.
    

    
      “Nice and cool.”
    

    
      This recklessness was something no one would dare to attempt unless they were a mage, and a high-circle mage at that. Making a 100-meter large ice floe on the summer sea and landing on it was something only those who had experienced it could talk about. I didn’t feel the heat thanks to my airplate, but the summer ocean stretching out as far as the eye could see was suffocating. But from atop a half-transparent block of perfectly frozen ice, it was like looking at the ocean from a beautiful beach of dreams. 
    

    
      
        Craaack.
      
    

    
      As soon as Bebeto landed, I got down onto the ice, carved myself a piece of ice, and popped it in my mouth.
    

    
      “Eaugh, ptui, ptui…”
    

    
      The water hadn’t been easy to freeze because of its salt content, but I had forced it to freeze with brute mana. It was cool, but because it was frozen seawater, the saltiness was unchanged.
    

    
      “Bebeto, go catch a fish for me.”
    

    
      Unlike me, Bebeto wasn’t wearing an airplate. He was stretching out his wings on the ice to cool down, but I couldn’t bear to see him rest.
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      No matter how tired he was, the kind Bebeto was swift to carry out his master’s command. He must have already recovered his energy, because he flew over the waves again with energetic flaps of his wings.
    

    
      ‘It would be a gamble for them as well, so will they listen to me?’
    

    
      In order to pull out the stubborn roots, I wanted to make use of the trump card I’d been saving. And that was mobilizing the Kesmire Pirates, no, the Kesmire Kingdom. If the Kesmire Kingdom were to help us, I would be able to deal a sound blow to the Empire’s foundation and make the Laviter Empire shake.
    

    
      ‘As long as the Laviter bastards would be so kind as to disappear, there won’t be anyone who can threaten Nerman anymore.’
    

    
      The Temir, who were rumored to be ignorant savages, were linked to me by blood (if you could call it that), the Kesmire who dominated the seas and the Ice Empire, Haildrian, were involved with me and couldn’t ignore me. On top of that, the Bajran Empire was a staunch ally of mine, and the Andain, Kerpe, Tove, Krantz, and Kuviran Kingdoms were desperately tiptoeing around me. Of course, the Delphiran and remaining kingdoms that Nerman hadn’t had any official diplomatic contact with were naturally aware of my name, which was famous across the Continent.
    

    
      ‘Eh, whatever. If it doesn’t work, then I just have to strongarm it into working.’
    

    
      Since when have I ever moved while knowing what the future held? I did my very best in life and ended up coming this far. I was simply acting on something I had made up my mind to do.
    

    
      
        Guoo, guoooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      ‘Hrm?’
    

    
      While I was laying on the ice using my arm as a pillow, Bebeto’s excited cry broke my reverie. My head automatically turned at his voice of excitement, the same sound you could hear when he was engaging in 18+ actions with a female he liked in the depths of the night.
    

    
      “Wh-What in the world? What is that?”
    

    
      The moment I turned my head, I saw a certain creature.
    

    
      The first thing I noticed was that it was long. It had ten or so extremely long legs sporting dozens of suction cups about the size of a man’s head. The legs of this squid-like creature were as girthy as the pillar of an average building.
    

    
      
        Guo, guo, guoooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Having discovered this king squid, Bebeto was trumpeting nonstop.
    

    
      ‘Is it a demon beast that lives in the ocean?’
    

    
      Sometimes, sea monsters or demon beasts appeared in the seas around Nerman. However, holy water was splashed into the water every day, and the fishing boats didn’t go out far, so we never came in contact with them, and I’d gotten a few reports of them getting attacked by Skyknights on patrol and saying adieu to this world. However, I’d never heard or seen of anything so monstrously huge.
    

    
      ‘Woooow, just one of those legs could feed a thousand fit to bursting.’
    

    
      Squid was said to be the best thing for recovering one’s vitality. It was a holy grail health food that could make cows exhausted from spring plowing jump back to their feet. By the looks of it, Bebeto was intending on fearlessly hunting the thing after discovering it.
    

    
      ‘Huhu! Alright, let’s do some rejuvenating for the first time in a while, shall we?’
    

    
      Bebeto was bound to have lost a lot of vital energy from overexerting himself every day (and night). This king sea squid had come to become our prey right on cue.
    

    
      “Fly!”
    

    
      With an easy incantation, I flew to Bebeto, who was fighting to the death with the squid.
    

    
      “Bebeto, make sure it can’t run away!”
    

    
      My fame couldn’t have spread all the way to the ocean, but I still gave Bebeto a command in case it tried to run away.
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Grasping a section of squid leg with his claws, Bebeto gave an energetic response.
    

    
      
        Kiriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!
      
    

    
      The fierce sea-monster-or-demon-beast flailed its legs at Bebeto, uttering an enraged scream.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Looks tasty.’
    

    
      It just so happened that I was feeling a little peckish. My mouth filled with drool at the sight of the fleshy, shining squid leg.
    

    
      I approached Bebeto’s back as he clung valiantly to the leg and took out a spear.
    

    
      ‘Take this, Mr. Squid~’
    

    
      
        Schwip. Splurch! Splurch! Splurch!
      
    

    
      Like a homeopathic doctor putting in acupuncture needles, I gently embedded a dozen spears into the squid’s face and important body parts.
    

    
      ‘This brat, his strength is the only thing he’s got going for him.’
    

    
      
        Kiiiiiii, kiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!
      
    

    
      Startled by the feeling of spears lodging themselves into its body, the squid flailed wildly and tried to submerge itself into the depths. Bebeto didn’t let that happen—he grabbed one of the squid’s legs with a death grip and showed off his stamina in the water.
    

    
      ‘It’ll taste pretty damn good with a little grilling.’
    

    
      Mr. Squid looked like it would taste a bit fishy to eat raw. Even though he was probably quite the influential figure in the ocean, today was really not his day.
    

    
      “Lightning Shock!”
    

    
      Still floating in the air, I casually let loose the 2nd Circle Lightning Shock. It was 2nd Circle magic, but the moment it was cast by a 7th Circle mage, it became 7th Circle magic.
    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      When the magic took form and landed on the king squid, it instantly sucked in surrounding mana and unleashed a tremendous barrage of lightning sparks.
    

    
      
        Pzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzt! Kiaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa…
      
    

    
      Electrocuted by Lightning Shock, the king squid let out a terrible scream.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      And at the same time, came Bebeto’s scream of agony.
    

    
      ‘Kek…’
    

    
      The moment I saw Bebeto, I froze. Bebeto was still loyally clutching the king squid’s leg, just as I had commanded him. As sparks bounced from the king squid’s body, Bebeto’s screams became ever louder.
    

    
      ‘Well… shit.’
    

    
      In the end, I had to cut Bebeto away from the squid with Wind Cut.
    

    
      “Levitation!”
    

    
      The wyvern armor he was wearing saved him from severe injury, but his black, glossy fur was steaming and he was frothing at the mouth. I had to swiftly fish him out of the water with Levitation and prevent him from seizing into the ocean. The sight of him twitching pricked my conscience a little, but I ignored it with difficulty.
    

    
      ‘H-He’s not bleeding, at least.’
    

    
      In fights between children, blood was the decider of victory or loss. To my relief, even though I had no idea how his insides were, Bebeto wasn’t bleeding.
    

    
      
        Driiiiip.
      
    

    
      Unfortunately, that was just a moment of wishful thinking. Blood oozed from both nostrils as Bebeto’s eyes rolled back.
    

    
      “B-Bebeto. C’mon, time for medicine!”
    

    
      The only relief was that I had top-grade holy water I always carried around as emergency medicine. It hadn’t shattered in the lightning shocks and was safely stowed in the leather toolkit Bebeto carried around on his body.
    

    
      ‘Without Bebeto, I’d have to fly all the way there with flight magic!’
    

    
      Suddenly, a chilling thought occurred to me. I wasn’t some pilot who’d crossed the seas! I’d never heard of a mage who had traversed the sea with flight magic.
    

    
      “Bebeto, noooo!!!!”
    

    
      Only then did a pained scream leave my lips.
    

    
      …I really wasn’t a good master after all.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Flap, flap, flap.
      
    

    
      Bebeto flapped limply over the islands. After getting the shock of his lifetime, the wyvern’s strength was at the bottom of the barrel. Even after polishing off several of the well-roasted king squid’s legs, Bebeto flew along at a frustratingly sluggish speed. Since I was the one in the wrong, I could only utter sighs and let him be churlish.
    

    
      And then, the islands of the Kesmire Archipelago appeared before us. At first, the islands were scattered few and far between, but they were now appearing in rather large clusters.
    

    
      ‘I’ve heard of pearls within oysters, but I’ve never heard of gems within squid heads.’
    

    
      While handling the lightning roasted king squid, I discovered a gem the size of an adult’s fist. Like some kind of water drop diamond, the large blue gem hidden within the squid’s head was indescribably hard.
    

    
      “Huhu. I can use this at night instead of magic to set the mood.”
    

    
      Last night, while we were sleeping on some island, the squid gem gave off a constant, strange light. It was just the thing for setting the mood in a honeymoon chamber.
    

    
      
        Guooooooooo!
      
    

    
      ‘They’re finally showing up.’
    

    
      Bebeto, who’d been pretending to fly limply, let out a cry when wyverns appeared in the far distance. He instantly snapped back to his dignified state, as if he didn’t want to look like a sickly chicken in front of other wyverns.
    

    
      ‘Tsk tsk. To think you appear only now when I’ve already come this far.’
    

    
      Before coming here we had passed quite a few islands; a few of them had what appeared to be surveillance forts. But Kesmire responded with twenty wyverns only when I had reached the heart of the archipelago. This was probably a visit that the Kesmire Kingdom had never even imagined. It was only natural that no one had expected someone to stray into a den of pirates in the middle of the ocean with a single wyvern.
    

    
      ‘Ara, someone’s waving?’
    

    
      I was a Top Gun who could shoot down twenty wyverns with my eyes closed. I thought for sure that the Kesmire Skyknights showed up to intimidate me, but the person flying at their head was waving vigorously at me, like they knew me. Moreover, the Skyknights that appeared weren’t holding Blessed Spears in their hands, and they were flying in a non-combat line formation instead of an attack formation.
    

    
      ‘Chrisia?’
    

    
      As they came closer, I recognized that the person waving their hand was a woman.
    

    
      “Kyre-nim~!”
    

    
      A woman’s sweet voice traveled through the wind assisted by mana. As I thought, it was Chrisia.
    

    
      ‘She’s that happy to see me?’
    

    
      It would be obvious to anyone that Chrisia’s greeting was dripping with gladness. As awkward as it was, I had to raise a hand to signify that I’d heard the still-waving Chrisia.
    

    
      ‘We’re starting off nicely~’
    

    
      Though I was sorry to be here in the current circumstances, seeing Chrisia’s welcome gave me the feeling that things would work out again.
    

    
      I was confident that as long as the gods didn’t interfere, I could successfully carry out my plan to give the Laviter Empire a wedgie they’d never forget.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 189: Meeting the Head of the Pirates
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Count Kyre!”
    

    
      “Haha! It’s been a while, Lady Chrisia.”
    

    
      ‘Ohh, impressive.’
    

    
      Pretty much no one on the Continent knew about the Kesmire Kingdom’s royal castle. From what I saw from the air, the massive royal castle was situated on an island several times larger than Jeju Island. Moreover, the huge wyvern transport carriers and various warships docked at the port imprinted deeply upon me that these people were the rulers of the ocean.
    

    
      ‘He who rules the sea, rules the world. If these guys were to grow a little more, who out there would be able to oppose them?’
    

    
      The Kesmire Kingdom was able to sail all the way to the not-very-well-known eastern continent and even the continent past it. They were the masters of the future world and had a potential that the Laviter Empire could not compare to.
    

    
      “What brings you all this way without any notice?”
    

    
      ‘She’s always so fit and hale.’
    

    
      The fully suntanned Chrisia welcomed me with a pearly smile.
    

    
      “Am I unwelcome here?” I asked with a mischievous expression.
    

    
      “N-No. If it’s you, Count Kyre, you are welcome anytime,” said Chrisia, flustered. Her voice was a few pitches higher than usual.
    

    
      ‘The number of wyverns here exceeds 300, and if you add in the wyverns on the wyvern carriers out at sea, they must have at least 1,000 wyverns.’
    

    
      There wasn’t any information about the Kesmire Archipelago. Chrisia had told me a few things, but that was only the tip of the iceberg.
    

    
      “It’s truly impressive. I never even imagined that the Kesmire Kingdom would be so grand.”
    

    
      “How could it compare to Nerman, which is famous all over the Continent? From what I hear, you have constructed a great castle on par with any imperial castle, so when will you invite me to sightsee?”
    

    
      Chrisia beamed when I complimented her kingdom and reciprocated with a compliment in turn, asking when I would invite her to my mansion in Nerman.
    

    
      ‘Don’t you worry a bit. I’ve already marked you as a Paradise resident. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      It occurred to me that I might be putting the cart before the horse, but for now, Chrisia was another woman I couldn’t concede to anyone else. Of course, I had no intention to force her. I was someone who 99.9% respected the woman’s wishes, the last remaining romanticist of this age.
    

    
      “Your presence would grace my home. I would welcome you anytime.”
    

    
      “Truly?”
    

    
      Even though my words could be taken as a mere formality, Chrisia was obviously happy to hear them. She was so obvious that I was willing to bet Nerman that she had strong feelings for me.
    

    
      “As long as you believe me, you’ll find happiness.”
    

    
      Like some panhandler on the streets, I shamelessly spoke of finding happiness to a woman.
    

    
      “Hohoho. I’m already happy.”
    

    
      Chrisia showed her pleasure, as if words had the power to enspell.
    

    
      
        Zinnngg.
      
    

    
      ‘Haah, what’s with these uninitiated youngsters?’
    

    
      Bebeto and I had landed in the covert of the Kesmire Castle, where I was immediately greeted by Chrisia while caressed by the sea breeze. A group of knights were shooting blatant looks of dislike at me. It was what pitiful people who hadn’t yet felt my hot fists of love usually did.
    

    
      “Lady Chrisia, I apologize, but would it be possible for me to have a brief audience with His Majesty the King? I came today to discuss something important.”
    

    
      “Huh? Yes… Royal Father is in the castle. But what is it…?”
    

    
      She must know that I wouldn’t have come all this way out of boredom. Also, even though she was living on a remote island, Kesmire’s powerful intel gathering capability definitely had Chrisia well-informed about what was happening on the Continent. But she probably could not guess what I wanted to discuss. No, it was something that could never become public knowledge, not until the day it was carried out.
    

    
      “To discuss it here is a little…” I said, glancing at the Kesmire knights who were still looking askance at me.
    

    
      “Princess, he must follow formal visitation procedure. A mere lord cannot meet the King at his fancy.”
    

    
      “Exactly so. We cannot allow a noble from the Continent who regards us not as the Kesmire Kingdom, but as pirates, to enter the castle.”
    

    
      ‘Would you look at these guys?’ These guys flaunted their turf when they were weaklings who wouldn’t even be able to raise their heads in front of me on the Continent. ‘It’s tiresome and unpleasant, so I’ll just come as an emperor next time.’
    

    
      It wasn’t good to judge a person by their appearance or rank, but these knights made their hostility towards me very obvious. In all truth, they weren’t wrong. But Nerman and the Kesmire Kingdom were in an alliance, and they should know clearly what kind of position Nerman and I held, yet they showed their pride as knights of the Kesmire Kingdom. I started feeling that I should send them on a short sightseeing trip in hell before meeting the king.
    

    
      “Impudence! To call the liege lord of an important allied nation who came to see Royal Father… a ‘mere lord’! Apologize. Insulting Lord Kyre’s honor is no different from spitting on the honor of me, Royal Father, and our kingdom.”
    

    
      Chrisia unleashed a frosty bellow at the knights.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      At her completely unexpected reaction, the knights blinked at her like startled rabbits.
    

    
      “Not apologizing?”
    

    
      “B-But Princess…”
    

    
      The knights continued to cling to their precious pride.
    

    
      “Then it cannot be helped. I can only ask Lord Kyre, whose reputation precedes him as a Blade Master, upper circle magic swordsman, and high summoner, to personally restore his honor.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The knights paled at her words.
    

    
      ‘Kya, so there was a lady juggernaut here as well.’
    

    
      The sight of Chrisia threatening her own kingdom’s knights for me made me happy. Now that she mentioned it, I was confident that I could turn the Kesmire Kingdom into a sea of fire all on my own if I wanted to. With the peerless Bebeto’s experience and flight abilities and my own brute strength on top of that, it was certainly possible. Messing with me, someone who hadn’t much to fear in the world after ascending to the 7th Circle, was like a witless orc writing their name with their butt directly in front of a dragon.
    

    
      “P-Please forgive our offense.”
    

    
      “Please forgive us.”
    

    
      Thanks to Chrisia’s reliable help, I didn’t even have to pull out my sword as the knights meekly lowered their heads on their own. I had pegged most of them as Skyknights and Royal Guard knights who lived and died by their honor, but it seemed that they knew the preciousness of their lives.
    

    
      “Such things can happen in life. It’s fine by me. Hahaha.”
    

    
      I let out a generous laugh that contradicted my feelings. If I managed to get permission from the King, I would have to receive their help as well. There was no need to burn any bridges.
    

    
      “Thank you for your magnanimous understanding.”
    

    
      My hearty laugh had quickly eased Chrisia’s angry expression. She probably knew very well that nothing good would come of messing with me, someone who didn’t even fear the Laviter Empire. Moreover, I was someone receiving a great deal of attention from the Haildrian Tsarina and her daughter, important figures that even Kesmire were helpless towards.
    

    
      “Sir Hackear, go at once and inform the castle that the Lord of Nerman, Sir Kyre, requests an audience with Royal Father.”
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am!”
    

    
      A knight on standby next to Chrisia barked out an energetic salute.
    

    
      
        Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh.
      
    

    
      Because my helmet was off, the sunlight on the island surrounded by the ocean was stingingly hot, and that sensation was relieved by a strand of wind. I filled my lungs with the salty air.
    

    
      ‘They must have a lot of seafood, right?’
    

    
      I thought about the dinner I would be getting in Kesmire Castle. My meeting with the King was important, but to me, eating was a matter of almost equal importance.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Let us raise a glass.”
    

    
      ‘Woah, we’re going straight into the drinks without a bite to eat?’
    

    
      Thanks to Chrisia’s friendly reception, I was able to meet the King of Kesmire right away. Kesmire Castle was constructed with a very different style than kingdoms on the Continent. First of all, it was tall. Although it was a single-story building, it boasted a height that matched five floors in other royal castles, as Kesmire was trying to grandstand or something. Dozens of buildings that appeared to have storied histories were scattered on the grounds. Escorted by Chrisia and the knights, I entered a palace in the center a good bit larger than the other buildings.
    

    
      There, I came face to face with the big boss of the seas, King Havirock. He was the head of the pirates as well as their king. He was also a man who used a strange title called ‘Tartutu, Ruler of the Storm’. He looked to be about 50 years old and had a full, rough beard, and I could see a big, long scar running from the right side of his lips to his chin under his beard in dashing kingpin fashion.
    

    
      “What, don’t want to?”
    

    
      The King, who spoke informally to me from the moment we met, suddenly said he wanted a drink and had alcohol prepared right away.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, like they say in German, kein Bier vor vier. No beer before 4 o’clock, man.’
    

    
      “Hahaha, no. If you’re a man, what difference does day and night make when you’re craving a drink? I will gladly drink.”
    

    
      “That’s right! A man’s got to drink, and can only be called a man if they love all of the women who come at them!”
    

    
      Even though Chrisia was there, King Havirock blasted morally questionable words without reserve.
    

    
      “Very true words, Your Majesty!”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Chrisia was right there, but I had no choice but to beat his drum. Actually, it wasn’t all wrong, was it? The King’s words were a little similar to the Paradise ideal I was pursuing. It almost felt like I was meeting an old brother in arms for the first time in a while.
    

    
      “Now, take this glass. Kesmire warriors talk only after drinking this alcohol.”
    

    
      The King poured me a glass of some alcohol that looked and smelled so strong it was practically screaming ‘you’re dead if you drink this’. He filled a large mug that was used in Nerman for beer all the way to the brim with this spirit.
    

    
      ‘It’s not even a birthday spanking… Why’s he trying to kill a person.’
    

    
      It was so much alcohol that you could easily overdose on it, but King Havirock was pouring and pouring with a smile of satisfaction. Before I knew it, the glass was full.
    

    
      “Please allow me to pour you a drink as well.”
    

    
      I couldn’t be the only one to die.
    

    
      “Haha! Fill one up for me.”
    

    
      These huge glasses were on a different level. I poured alcohol into the King’s glass, it was a good two times bigger than a wine bottle.
    

    
      As I poured this alcohol you could get drunk on simply by looking at it and smelling it, the King looked at the glass with anticipation.
    

    
      “R-Royal Father… Draco’s Tears may be too strong for Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      Unable to watch on, Chrisia tried to stop the King.
    

    
      “What are you saying? Even you can knock back a bottle of the stuff.”
    

    
      ‘Kek…! A bottle?’
    

    
      “But I’ve had it since I was a kid. There’s almost no alcohol like this on the Continent. I’m just worried it will be dang—I mean, unadvisable for our valuable guest…”
    

    
      Chrisia couldn’t bring herself to say dangerous.
    

    
      “The first glass is for the Goddess of the Ocean, Herfia. You’ve got to drink it in one go.”
    

    
      What the hell, a one shot of hard alcohol from a frickin’ beer pitcher?
    

    
      “Of course. People who only go halfway on the first glass are half-baked cowards,” I said with bravado.
    

    
      ‘Fine then, let’s do this.’
    

    
      I didn’t have super high alcohol tolerance, but I was also no lightweight. People whose mana reached a certain level would be protected by mana, so their physical abilities were significantly enhanced. That was why mages whose only exercise was breathing were able to live cooped up in their towers until the day they kicked the bucket.
    

    
      “Entrust your life and death to Lady Herfia!”
    

    
      Like a real man of the seas, the King raised a prayer to the Goddess of the Ocean, who didn’t even rank among the Twelve Gods.
    

    
      “To Lady Herfia!”
    

    
      I didn’t want to lose my life in this toast to the Goddess, so I also shouted a toast as I raised my glass.
    

    
      ‘I won’t die, will I?’
    

    
      My voice was energetic, but I had no confidence. However, it was too late—the glass was already raised. I brought it to my lips.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      And then, I took my first gulp of this strong-smelling, brown liquid called Draco’s Tears.
    

    
      ‘Gughhh…’
    

    
      Only one sip went down, but I couldn’t breathe and it felt like a knife of fire was blazing down my throat. I had never consumed such an intense, tear-inducing alcohol before.
    

    
      
        Glug, glug.
      
    

    
      The crazy king was chugging it down like it was some sort of valuable tonic.
    

    
      ‘It’s all or nothing!’
    

    
      If it was a hurdle I had to face, I couldn’t give up. I squeezed my eyes shut and followed him in tipping down my mug.
    

    
      
        Gulp, gulp.
      
    

    
      And then, I drained the glass like I was trying to pour it directly into my stomach rather than drink it.
    

    
      ‘Mommyyyy!!!’
    

    
      My mom’s name popped up in my mind at the agony coursing down my throat. Unbeknownst to me, tears were running down my cheeks.
    

    
      “Goodness…”
    

    
      At some point, there was no more alcohol to drink.
    

    
      
        Clap clap clap!
      
    

    
      “Hahaha. You’re a pleasing fellow.”
    

    
      “L-Lord Kyre…”
    

    
      My dazed ears picked up their voices. For a moment, it felt like my mental faculties blue-screened and then rebooted.
    

    
      ‘So this is what it means to die while drinking.’
    

    
      You learned all sorts of things in life. Today, I was able to personally experience yet another one of the hundred ways to die.
    

    
      “It tastes great. Please give me another glass.”
    

    
      “Right? It’s so damn tasty you could die twice over and not realize.”
    

    
      This was no audience with a king. It was a life or death party with an alcoholic.
    

    
      

    

    
      How the hell was I supposed to know what this stuff tasted like? I had tossed it down my throat like it was beer. All you had to do was throw a lighter into the heat surging from my stomach, and you’d have a Cirque du Soleil fire show.
    

    
      “Where I come from, there was a proverb that went something like this: If you’ve finished the first glass, you’ve got to have a taste of the second.”
    

    
      I was one to bet my life on trivial things. My stubbornness reared its head again.
    

    
      “Ohhh! To think there’s a place where such a beautiful proverb exists. Now I see, you can act the way you do because you received a proper upbringing from such a place.”
    

    
      ‘...’
    

    
      King Havirock didn’t just have a 4D mentality, but a 5D mentality at least. I picked up the bottle on the table.
    

    
      “Princess Chrisia, I think we’re almost out of alcohol, so please bring a few bottles for us.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The Kesmire Kingdom wanted to drown me in alcohol before I could eat a single mussel. I was determined to clear out their alcohol stores before returning to Nerman.
    

    
      ‘Tch, alcohol’s fine and all, but you should still give some snacks to go with it!’
    

    
      In Korea, even a poor youth craving a drink could whet their appetite with shrimp crackers to go with cheap soju. The Kesmire Kingdom didn’t even come close.
    

    
      Today, they really met their maker.
      

    

    
      ‘As expected of a pirate boss.’
    

    
      They called themselves a kingdom, but the entire world saw Kesmire as a den of pirates. And King Havirock, who looked like a real pirate boss, downed several bottles of alcohol before finally asking me why I had come.
    

    
      No matter how impressive your mana was, drinking so much hard alcohol would harm the body. However, because I stayed on guard, it only felt like I drank a few glasses of beer.
    

    
      “I came because I feel that it is time to let the world know my name in proper fashion.”
    

    
      At some point, Chrisia left. While I was engrossed in preserving my life while exchanging glasses with the King, before I knew it, Chrisia had fled that suffocating atmosphere, leaving just the two of us.
    

    
      “Huhu… I don’t think there’s anyone left who doesn’t know your name, but you want to make it more known? Why, you want to become a god or something?”
    

    
      I could see quite the haze of intoxication from King Havirock’s eyes.
    

    
      “It’s not just my name. I will make it so that all empires and kingdoms acknowledge Kesmire.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      At those words, the King went from looking at his glass to looking at me.
    

    
      “You’re an arrogant fellow, aren’t you.”
    

    
      “I have the power to do so. And like I promised through Chrisia, I will make an exclusive Kesmire Kingdom port and commercial area in Nerman.”
    

    
      This was the king of a nation. Others might call him a pirate boss, but it was obvious that, in this world, being a pirate boss was harder than being a king. In a conversation with such a person, meaningless vanities were merely unwanted interruptions. 
    

    
      “Does Nerman have the power to do so? The Bajran Empire might have declared a blood alliance and the surrounding kingdoms are being careful, but I don’t think Nerman has the power to convince the other kingdoms to accept us.”
    

    
      “You are mostly correct, but there is something you are mistaken about.”
    

    
      “Something I’m mistaken about?”
    

    
      “Nerman… will not convince the other kingdoms, but will only make a declaration. Also, it is not that we lack the power, but that we are simply not abusing it.”
    

    
      “Puhahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      When I finished, King Havirock burst out in a belly-shaking guffaw, spraying spit as he laughed in a manner that suited his title as Tartutu, Ruler of the Storm.
    

    
      “But why come to me? If you have that much confidence in yourself and Nerman, why come here?”
    

    
      The Pirate King knew that I had come here with an important goal.
    

    
      “Everything has a price. Since I am accommodating the Kesmire Kingdom to such a degree, one would expect that Kesmire would exert themselves for me and Nerman as well, no? It is because an opportunity to fulfill that has come up that I have come to notify you.”
    

    
      When talking, you always had to know where you stood. When a merchant sold their wares, they had to keep an eye on the situation around them and know when to be bold or when to back off. Only then would they become a successful merchant.
    

    
      However, I was different. Rather than getting passively dragged by the currents around me and judging whether I had the advantage or not, I wanted to live with constant boldness and do whatever I wanted. Even now, I absolutely needed the wyvern carriers of none other than the Kesmire Kingdom in order to carry out my plan. However, I didn’t bow my head to beg.
    

    
      “So what you’re saying is that I and the people of Kesmire should be grateful to you for coming all this way and telling us about this opportunity?”
    

    
      “Yes. I have brought you an opportunity that may never come again,” I said brazenly, nodding. “You cannot live forever while being scorned by the entire world as pirates. It is time for the Kesmire Kingdom to be reborn as a true kingdom.”
    

    
      “Pirates, you say… Kukuku, pirates…” The Pirate King laughed coldly while muttering. “You are truly one fearless fellow. To use the word pirate while knowing where exactly you stand…”
    

    
      ‘What else would you call a pirate but a pirate? Should I call you my elder?’
    

    
      They were in an alliance with me, but the primary income of the Kesmire Kingdom was still looting and pillaging. They consigned all the ships from empires, kingdoms, and merchant groups alike to the watery depths and earned a pretty profit doing so. Such a name was the karma they had no choice but to accept.
    

    
      “Help us. I swear on my name that I will turn Kesmire into a kingdom no one will scorn.”
    

    
      In fact, I knew the Kesmire Kingdom’s true dream—to live not on an island, but on a piece of land on the Continent. However, I could not promise them that. If they, the rulers of the ocean, were to possess land ashore, the Central Continent, no, the entire Kallian Continent would jump in fright at a single sneeze of the Kesmire Kingdom. It was obvious that a kingdom with overwhelming sea superiority would seize the top spot on the Continent in no time at all.
    

    
      ‘I cannot satisfy that wish.’
    

    
      I knew what the King wanted, but I couldn’t lie to him for my own convenience.
    

    
      “But what are you asking us to help with? Even we know that you are shaking the Empire with your strength alone. What is there that we could possibly help you with?”
    

    
      It was an important moment. If I had come out with this right away, I would have been talking from a great disadvantage. But I could tell from the King’s much calmer voice that I had the initiative now.
    

    
      “Please lend me your ships.”
    

    
      “Ships? What ships?”
    

    
      “Lend me just twenty of your wyvern carriers.”
    

    
      “Ah! T-Twenty wyvern carriers?”
    

    
      The King hadn’t blinked once to anything else, but now, surprise was clear on his face.
    

    
      ‘Is it impossible?’
    

    
      I knew it wouldn’t be an easy request. Twenty ships was an easy thing to say, but it was the equivalent of asking Kesmire to lend us half their strength. On land, you could strut all you wanted if you had a lot of wyverns, but on the sea, only those who possessed transport carriers could play king. Nothing beat wyverns in scouting and attacking ships on the expansive sea, and the ships that could carry them were like the Kesmire Kingdom’s very lifeblood.
    

    
      “I will use them carefully and return them.”
    

    
      “What will you do, attack the Empire somewhere? With twenty ships, you could carry hundreds of wyverns alone.”
    

    
      ‘Woah, how’d he know?’
    

    
      He said it like a joke, but it was actually right on the mark. It was like throwing a stone out of boredom and headshotting a frog on the roadside.
    

    
      “That’s correct. I want to attack the Laviter Empire’s capital.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The King’s eyes widened in another dazed expression.
    

    
      “A-Are you in your right mind right now?”
    

    
      “Objectively speaking, I think I am a little drunk.”
    

    
      “R-Right. You just said that because you’re drunk, right?”
    

    
      “No, not at all. Please just lend me twenty wyvern carriers, and I’ll return them in one piece! Ah! While you’re at it, please lend me wyverns and Skyknights at the same time. I will establish the Kesmire Kingdom name using this opportunity in one fell swoop.”
    

    
      “Huhh…”
    

    
      King Havirock looked like he’d never seen such a brazen person in his life. A hollow groan came from him as he stared at me, flabbergasted.
    

    
      “What you are saying right now is the same as asking me to lend you half of our kingdom’s forces. If it were you, would you carelessly lend your Nerman knights and soldiers?”
    

    
      The pirate boss in front of me tried to talk things out logically, as if trying to suppress his anger.
    

    
      “No. I would never lend my men to anyone, no matter who it was.”
    

    
      “Th-Then why are you asking me to lend them to you so easily?!”
    

    
      That finally did it, and the King yelled out in anger. Considering how much stress he was experiencing today, he would probably have to watch his blood pressure when straining on the toilet later.
    

    
      “Haha. Your Majesty, are we outsiders? Nerman and Kesmire are allies, are we not? Moreover, Princess Chrisia and I are already…”
    

    
      I trailed off, giving the King a knowing smile.
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      At my words, the King sighed and fell into thought. His mind was probably as frantic as a computer program infected with a virus. I was a little sorry about selling out Chrisia, who wasn’t here, but I already knew that Chrisia had some degree of feelings for me. King Havirock had to know that the moment his daughter was linked to me, the Kesmire Kingdom would be able to stand proudly among all the other kingdoms, like I said I would achieve.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. I’ve shown you all my cards now. All that’s left is for you, the leader, to make his decision.’
    

    
      No matter where it was on this planet, all the matchmaking matrons would label me as S-grade husband material. Alas, no one knew of my fierce spirit of sacrifice(?). This was all just me sending myself on the path of a martyr for the sake of Nerman and world peace. It was simply that I wouldn’t live the martyr life without any pay, and I was confident I could martyr myself beautifully when my paradise was complete.
    

    
      As long as I could live for about 100 years with my rich, healthy, and gorgeous wives, that is.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 190: 8th Circle Defensive Magic Circle
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “This is an imperial mandate! In order to prevent plague, from this moment forth, the flow of goods and people in the Imperial Capital and all territories will be restricted! Anyone who acts arbitrarily will be treated as a violator of the imperial mandate!”
    

    
      
        Th-th-thud, th-th-th-thud.
      
    

    
      In the Imperial Capital, which had an enormous population of over 1 million people, a group of Royal Guard knights galloped through the capital in the evening on their horses, relaying the imperial mandate with mana-charged voices.
    

    
      “What’s going on? Where does that leave us then?”
    

    
      “This is bad. If the merchant group can’t move, we’ll suffer losses for contract violation…”
    

    
      “What in the world is happening? The temples were all destroyed, and people who are careless with their words are disappearing without a trace.”
    

    
      “Gotta watch your mouth.”
    

    
      The merchants and mercenaries gathered in a tavern within the capital knitted their brows with worry. Plague had broken out so suddenly, and with it, came a ban on leaving or entering the city. Naturally, for the merchants, it was terrible news.
    

    
      “But did a plague really break out?”
    

    
      “Not sure… I don’t know too well either. I did hear that various infectious diseases have been breaking out simultaneously in places other than the Empire.”
    

    
      “Sigh, I hope the plagues blow over quickly. There should be a lot of merchant groups other than us that are tied up in the Empire.”
    

    
      The Laviter Empire’s demesne was so massive that it nearly matched the Opern Empire in the south. If a travel ban was issued in such an empire, that would mean that all the caravans going to the Yukane and Baerkain Kingdoms would be stopped as well.
    

    
      “Let’s just drink.”
    

    
      “Right, there’s nothing to do anyway.”
    

    
      No one could defy the Emperor’s command. Everyone knew that the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, had invaded Laviter territory and killed Duke Yanovis. The merchants and mercenaries knew that they would be caught between a rock and a hard place if they slipped up in these uneasy times.
    

    
      Sighing, they tipped their glasses in silence.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Are you going already?”
    

    
      “We’ll see each other again soon. At that time, let’s have a drink together. With Draco’s Tears, I mean.”
    

    
      “Th-That’s…”
    

    
      Draco’s Tears, the alcohol so strong it would make most men crawl around on the ground in a hangover for a day after drinking one glass. Only after using detoxification magic was I able to escape the clutches of that fearsome drink. Chrisia, who was able to easily down one bottle of it, reddened at my words as she ducked her head.
    

    
      ‘Heh, you wanna look innocent, huh.’
    

    
      But well, it wasn’t just women who wanted to look good in front of the opposite sex. It was natural that men also wanted to look cool in front of someone they were interested in.
    

    
      ‘She’s cuter than I thought.’
    

    
      Becoming a fleet commander in a pirate kingdom wasn’t something you could achieve with a princess status alone. Garnering the respect of men who survived on the rough, unpredictable seas would demand an insane amount of charisma. However, the sight of her shyly ducking her head at my joke was the very picture of a cute woman.
    

    
      “Haha, I’m joking. Also, this is a gift from me.”
    

    
      I never did get my evening feast in the castle, but they did house me for a night and give me a breakfast full of seafood dishes, one that fully satisfied my longing for an evening feast. I couldn’t leave without giving anything. I overheard the maids saying that Chrisia had commanded the royal chef to prepare a feast early in the morning for my sake.
    

    
      “Oh my, this is—!”
    

    
      I handed her the gem I collected from the king squid I caught on the way here.
    

    
      “It’s not much, but please accept it.”
    

    
      “Lord Kyre, thank you. To give me such a precious Kerpia’s Patience… It’s something even the Kingdom only has one of…”
    

    
      ‘Wha…? It’s that precious?’
    

    
      I was planning on using the fishy prize as a moodmaker for my newlywed chamber later… I just took it out from Bebeto’s leather pouch because I had nothing else, but Chrisia’s entranced expression said it all. If it was so rare that even a maritime kingdom only had one of it, you could leave its value to your imagination.
    

    
      “I am the one who is thankful that it has pleased you.”
    

    
      “Lord Kyre…”
    

    
      I’d already given it, and I wasn’t narrow-minded and shameless enough to take back something I gifted to a lady.
    

    
      “I will be in need of much help from you next time. When that time comes, please help me with all your strength.”
    

    
      “Yes! Hoho, you and I aren’t outsiders.”
    

    
      ‘Uwah…’ I was momentarily dazed by Chrisia’s sudden bombshell statement. ‘No wonder why he accepted so easily.’
    

    
      Last night, I achieved what I came to Kesmire to do. After a long moment of contemplation, King Havirock nodded and accepted. And from what Chrisia was saying this morning of us not being outsiders, it seemed the King had told Chrisia what I said.
    

    
      “Ha-Haha. Right. We’re not outsiders, are we.”
    

    
      ‘Let’s get filthy rich and live well together.’
    

    
      For the sake of peace in Nerman and my paradise, the unconditional support of the ruler of the seas, the Kesmire Kingdom, was necessary. If I could also snag a beauty like Chrisia, that would be the cherry on top.
    

    
      “Have a safe trip back.”
    

    
      I rejected their offer of sending me back with a transport carrier. I had to go back quickly and meet again in Kesmire Capital in half a month.
    

    
      “Well then, until next time.”
    

    
      I gave a casual bow and jumped onto the waiting Bebeto. The Kesmire Kingdom had no prejudices towards hybrid wyverns. Judging from the luster of Bebeto’s hide, he had definitely enjoyed a hot night of luxury. The Skyknights and female wyverns even in such a faraway nation had to know that Bebeto possessed some top-notch genes.
    

    
      “Let’s go! Bebeto!”
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      At my energetic command, Bebeto flapped his wings. Kicking off the Kesmire Royal Covert, he surged into the air.
      

    

    
      “May green blessings be with you always…”
    

    
      “Welcome, friend of our people.”
    

    
      I was at the Elven Village for the first time in a while. I flew here as soon as I returned from the Kesmire Kingdom.
    

    
      “The village looks very lively.”
    

    
      The bubble of the Elven Village protected 24/7 by an illusion magic array had previously been filled with expressionless elves. Now, the lively footsteps of elves rang out all over the village.
    

    
      “It is all thanks to you, Kyre.”
    

    
      “No, sir. I didn’t do anything…”
    

    
      I really didn’t do much. The only thing I could think of was that I exploited them hardcore for labor in order to fix their disease.
    

    
      “That is not true. If not for your wise advice, us elves would have lived like dry dirt here and faded away one day, without knowing the meaning of our existence, much less the joy that existence provides us.”
    

    
      Every time Elder Parciano and I talked, it was like coming face to face with a teacher of philosophy. As one might expect from a hermit who had lived 400 years, his way of speech was super high level.
    

    
      “I am simply thankful that you put it like that.”
    

    
      It was because of the elves that the Nerman of today could exist. I only earnestly wished that this beautiful relationship of mutual assistance would persist forever.
    

    
      “You seem to have come because you have a request for me. Go ahead and ask.”
    

    
      ‘Was it written on my face?’
    

    
      Elder Parciano was as adroit in mind reading as Master. He gazed at me with a generous smile.
    

    
      “I need the assistance of the Elder and the other elders skilled in magic.”
    

    
      “You yourself are a 7th Circle mage, yet there’s something I can help you with? As you know, due to the taboo our elven ancestors have prescribed, we cannot assist in human wars or other important matters.”
    

    
      I was already familiar with the unwritten law of the elves. They were a meditative race to begin with. Knowing that humans liked to see blood, they had set an unwritten law.
    

    
      “I am not asking you to participate in war. Please help me make a secret defensive magic array around my home.”
    

    
      “A defensive magic array?”
    

    
      “Yes. The sort of magic circle that will hold up perfectly against an 8th Circle mage’s spell.”
    

    
      “Are there any 8th Circle mages left in the human world? Is an 8th Circle-level magic circle merited?”
    

    
      Elder Parciano didn’t usually express his curiosity, but he seemed to find my request odd.
    

    
      “Though they have not revealed themselves yet, I am trying to prepare in advance because there’s some kind of suspicious energy going around.”
    

    
      “Hm… a defensive magic array…”
    

    
      Elder Parciano fell into deep deliberation. Unlike the young elves, the older or elder-level elves never left the village, which they could bear because the passion in their blood had cooled and they were no longer curious about the outside world.
    

    
      “Please help me.”
    

    
      I felt uneasy these days. To be honest, even the current me could not win against the 8th Circle magic swordsman Alpacas. It would already be pushing it to face a regular mage, but he was a magic swordsman like me. Add to that the fact that he was at the 8th Circle, and a black mage who used more violent and destructive magic. I felt a pressing desire to set up precautions against such a foe.
    

    
      But the only defensive magic circle I could establish in Nerman was limited to the 7th Circle. If he were to come and unleash an 8th Circle Hell Fire while I wasn’t in Nerman, my dream would fly far, far away, never to be seen again.
    

    
      “Since it is a request from you… we must oblige. After all, it is one of our fated elven laws that we must give when we receive.”
    

    
      ‘Oh! Niceee!’
    

    
      “Thank you very much! Elder Parciano!”
    

    
      I was so happy I wanted to give him a big hug. The 8th Circle was still far off for me. Like the 7th Circle, I couldn’t come up with any enlightenments about the 8th Circle.
    

    
      “But as you know, an 8th Circle magic circle requires not just magic knowledge, but magic crystals, top-grade magic crystal dust, and liquid mithril alloy. The most important among those things is a Grade 1 magic crystal… but even our Elven Village only has one and none to spare. Will you be able to acquire one?”
    

    
      As expected of a powerful defensive magic circle, only a Grade 1 magic crystal could handle the mana load.
    

    
      “I have already prepared everything we need.”
    

    
      “Hooh, is that so? You’re truly impressive.”
    

    
      Me being impressive was something everyone in the world already knew.
    

    
      “When do you think you can spare the time? I am fine with starting right away, today.”
    

    
      “Haha, are you so hasty to see it done? Alright. I will immediately convene the elders and discuss with them.”
    

    
      “Thank you so very much, Elder Parciano.”
    

    
      ‘Whew, this is why a person’s gotta live on the straight and narrow.’
    

    
      So far, no one had discovered yet that my insides were very different from my exterior, and I wanted to keep it that way. I wanted to give off the appearance of a kind and cool fellow for the rest of my days.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “My liege, is something going on these days?”
    

    
      After returning from the Kesmire Kingdom, my days were hectic. I invited Elder Parciano and the other elders, and we completed an 8th Circle defensive magic array in secret over Nerman Castle. I was able to add mana detection and automatic defensive arrays of the 7th Circle with my magic knowledge. And then, I shamelessly dragged the elders to the border fort to make a magic array there as well.
    

    
      I did my best to ensure that the security was tight and had the elders cover themselves with robes, so everything was finished in secret. If the 8th Circle black mage Altakas was active somewhere, it was possible he was keeping tabs on me and Nerman. The enemy was hidden, while I was exposed. The game would only be fair if I had an emergency measure up my sleeve.
    

    
      “Why? Do I look tired?”
    

    
      “No, sir. Rather than tired, you seem tense. Is something the matter?”
    

    
      Now, Derval could read me with one glance. ‘Operation King Wedgie’ was going to begin in five days, so it was only natural that I would be tense.
    

    
      “Does it look that way to you?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege.”
    

    
      Derval looked straight into my eyes as he nodded. His eyes were full of worry for me.
    

    
      “It’s nothing. Don’t worry.”
    

    
      I hadn’t told Derval about the Laviter attack preparations yet. The only people who would sortie from Nerman were the beastmen, so I didn’t even tell him we were going anywhere yet. Derval already had a lot on his plate, so I didn’t want to make him worry about me.
    

    
      “My liege, although it is nice to see you doing your best for Nerman… Please know that to me, your safety is my greatest concern.”
    

    
      ‘What a valiant fellow he is.’
    

    
      Derval’s loyalty was as pleasing to the ear as ever. He was a true retainer, one who would gladly follow me into fire and flames.
    

    
      “I understand. However, be mindful of your own health as well.”
    

    
      Derval was missing an arm, but even so, he was a secret workaholic who created the Nerman of today. The fact that he was behind me taking care of things behind the scenes while I charged forward was something I knew, and everyone else knew.
    

    
      “I will take care not to worry you, my liege.”
    

    
      Derval could probably feel how much I valued him as well.
    

    
      “That aside, did you say the plague has gone all the way to the Delphiran Kingdom?”
    

    
      “Yes. The weather is still hot and humid, so the plague has been spreading quickly.”
    

    
      “Has the holy water been sent to the Havis Kingdom?”
    

    
      “As you commanded, we sent our surplus holy water to the Havis Kingdom.”
    

    
      ‘This damned plague. There’s definitely someone behind it, I just know it.’
    

    
      The more time went by, the more the infectious diseases took root, to the Continent’s horror. They appeared in diverse types and sprang up all over the Continent. Someone had to have planned it.
    

    
      “Still no movement from the temples?”
    

    
      “Because they lack the cardinals and the upper echelon priests to give commands, there was confusion and chaos at first, but now, the individual temples are tackling the plague individually. If things continue the way they are, I believe the plague will be controlled before long.”
    

    
      ‘I feel bad for the people.’
    

    
      Be it here or on Earth, it was the poor and powerless, the common people, who suffered. Even if a plague went around, the rich nobles, merchants, or knight class would have cured themselves with holy water they had purchased in case of emergencies from the temple. On the other hand, the commoners, who had nothing to rely on but the gods in their hearts and their own bodies, had to fight it off on their own.
    

    
      “At this rate, we’ll have a bumper crop of wheat this year as well, yes?”
    

    
      “I believe so. As long as no significant natural disasters occur, we should be able to harvest at least three times more than last year.”
    

    
      The rainy season was rather long this year, but there weren’t any problems in the territory. Some of the grain we sowed in the spring was already beginning to show kernels. Our arable land was about three times greater than last year, so we should be able to get a harvest three times bigger as well.
    

    
      “Be sure to do your best to the very end.”
    

    
      “Please allay your worries, my liege.”
    

    
      Even though I gave the command, I felt apologetic. Derval was taking care of Nerman more passionately than me, the lord. He was, as usual, my reliable knight.
    

    
      “Has salt production resumed?”
    

    
      “The rainy season has ended, but we still have intermittent rain, so we have only made preparations to resume. I believe we can go into salt production again in about ten days from now.”
    

    
      “Our stock must be running low.”
    

    
      “The merchant groups were competing and rushing to buy our salt, so the stock has been depleted faster than expected. Even so, we have enough to hold out for a month.”
    

    
      “All of the weapons we had in the warehouse have been settled, yes?”
    

    
      “Of course. They would need retouching if they took in the summer humidity, so we took care of them all just before the rainy season began. They were weapons and armor used by elite soldiers, so we were able to sell them at good prices.”
    

    
      Whatever the topic, Derval answered without delay. A satisfied smile hung on my lips.
    

    
      “Well done, Sir Derval.”
    

    
      “I am undeserving of your praise, my liege.”
    

    
      ‘Everything is ready. Emperor of Laviter, I’ll get to see your precious face very soon.’
    

    
      Because I had blitzed them first, the Laviter Empire’s army wouldn’t be able to directly attack Nerman for a while. After finishing all of the precautionary measures, my heart finally became carefree.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 191: God’s Promise
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “What could be going on with His Majesty…”
    

    
      “Sigh, a sudden lockdown, followed by summons…”
    

    
      There were many imperial nobles living in the Imperial Capital of the Laviter Empire. Even if they were lords of small, rural territories, many of the capable ones lived in the capital for most of the year. Their lord titles were inheritable and wouldn’t disappear as long as they didn’t commit treason, so all that was left for them to do was live the country lifestyle the nobles didn’t like. There were few who would dare to take action against the Laviter Empire, so even if it didn’t suit their means, the regional lords purchased mansions in the capital and went to party after party, trying to expand their influence so that they might one day be granted a higher title.
    

    
      However, due to the lockdown ordered by the Emperor, the hundreds of capital nobles were restricted from parties and other similar activities. Upon receiving sudden summons from the Emperor, they chatted with the people they knew as they entered the palace hall, not realizing that despite the sweltering weather, the Imperial Knights standing under the faintly shining magic lamps in the darkness of the hall were still wearing their helmets.
    

    
      “His Majesty the Emperor is entering!”
    

    
      Once all of the nobles had entered the massive palace used by the Imperial Family as a place to host parties, the Grand Chamberlain’s booming voice resounded through the hall.
    

    
      The Emperor had last made a formal appearance about one month ago. The nobles quieted as they swiveled to look at the doors in the back of the palace where the Emperor would appear.
    

    
      There, a man appeared. The man with height that was neither too short nor too tall and a head of curly golden hair was donning a crimson, gold-embroidered wyvern cloak that suited him with natural grace. The crown upon his head fit him perfectly. This was the Emperor of the Laviter Empire, Hadveria von Laviter the Third. Wearing a broad smile, he stopped in front of the throne.
    

    
      “We are humbled to be in thy presence!”
    

    
      When the Emperor stopped before the throne, the nobles bowed low. Even though the Emperor had such a full smile on his face, most of the nobles knew that he had erased countless people he didn’t like through the Imperial Guard. Particularly in the last few years, he had blatantly carried out many bloody acts.
    

    
      “Haha, it has been a while, everyone.”
    

    
      Emperor Hadveria sat on the throne with a good-natured smile. The dignity flowing from his body filled the hall to the brim with more to spare.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, we humble servants are truly happy to see that Your Majesty has been in good health since we last met.”
    

    
      They were the typical flattering words that were used to greet the Emperor. Marquis Pesocanian, the highest ranking noble among those gathered, spoke with a glitter in his beady eyes.
    

    
      “Huhu, does it look like that to you?”
    

    
      “I-It does, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      For a ceremonial greeting like this, the Emperor would normally respond with something along the lines of “It’s all thanks to you, my knights,” or “Thank you for your concern.” However, for some reason, Emperor Hadveria seemed a bit more prickly than usual today. He was leaning one arm on the throne as he cast a crooked gaze on the nobles and Marquis Pesocanian.
    

    
      “In your eyes, do I look completely and perfectly healthy?” asked the Emperor to the nobles.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The hall quieted immediately. The nobles knew very well that the Nerman invasion the Emperor had been earnestly pushing forward was delayed due to Kyre’s blitzes. Everyone realized their lives could be forfeit if they said something wrong and closed their mouths.
    

    
      “Why isn’t anyone answering me? You were all so talkative outside moments ago.”
    

    
      The nobles paled at his fluid string of words. They immediately became stricken with fear that the Emperor might have heard what they had said amongst themselves while coming into the palace. Despite being an emperor, Hadveria was a skilled knight who had reached Blade Master level. Considering a Blade Master’s sensitive hearing, it was certainly possible he had heard them. And even though they thought they were being careful, if Emperor Hadveria was looking to find faults with them, they could be consigned to death on the spot.
    

    
      “Your Majesty! If we have dissatisfied Your Majesty in any way, may Your Majesty please forgive us with a generous heart!”
    

    
      “May Your Majesty please forgive us!”
    

    
      They hadn’t committed any crimes, but the nobles scrambled to ask for forgiveness out of fear.
    

    
      “Puhahahahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Hadveria burst out in a resounding guffaw at the nobles’ request for forgiveness. The nobles who had been called by the Emperor but were given no places to sit and were thus standing stiffly within the hall felt that something was off from the Emperor’s laugh. Even the Emperor couldn’t treat nobles, the roots of the Empire, this way. Considering the current situation of the Laviter Empire, the Imperial Family would not be able to regain their former authority without the nobles’ cooperation. And yet, the Emperor had called them to ridicule them.
    

    
      “Your Majesty… May I ask if there is something Your Majesty wishes to command us to do?”
    

    
      A count came forward. He wouldn’t be able to say a thing if it were just a few of them here, but all of the nobles residing in the capital, down to the rural lords, were here, which bolstered him.
    

    
      “Of course. Why else would I have called you all away from slacking off at home while slapping the butts of women?”
    

    
      “...!”
    

    
      At the Emperor’s insulting words, the nobles that had been trembling in fear turned red in the face.
    

    
      “What, am I wrong?”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The Emperor provoked them, an unsavory smile on his lips. A frosty aura suddenly spread through the hall. The particularly prideful nobles were biting their lips as they glared at the Emperor.
    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty, is that not perhaps too excessive a thing to say to us?” asked a young baron. A baron like him wouldn’t normally have the chance to have an audience with the Emperor, but in his anger, he accidentally blurted out the question.
    

    
      “Excessive? Hardly. Trash like you who can’t even earn their keep should be grateful that I’m being so generous. Kukukuku.”
    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty…”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      An empire without nobles was unimaginable, yet the Emperor was pushing them to the end of their patience. Most of the nobles were gasping as rage filled them. The military power the nobles had in their territories was greater than the power the Emperor had right now. Moreover, most of the nobles within the imperial army were close relatives with the lords. The nobles held power that even the throne could not deny, that much was clear.
    

    
      “Why? Are you so galled and humiliated that you wanna become emperor yourself? Then try it.”
    

    
      
        Fwiiiip. Clink, clank clank, clatter.
      
    

    
      The Emperor tossed the crown on his head onto the marble floor.
    

    
      There was no doubt. The Emperor had gone mad. He had thrown off the crown, the symbol of an emperor’s authority.
    

    
      “Ah, this is too boring. There’s no reason to keep mucking about with you bastards anymore. Kukuku.” Hadveria burst into a mocking laugh after explicitly calling the nobles “you bastards”. 
    

    
      “Your Majesty, though the Empire belongs to you, it is also ours! The words you have just said are absurd remarks we nobles truly cannot bear to hear!”
    

    
      “May Your Majesty please retract thy words!”
    

    
      “Please retract thy words!”
    

    
      When the Emperor continued to scorn them, the nobles began to exude murderous intent as they echoed a chorus of pleas. Even the emperor faction that actively followed the Emperor was joining in.
    

    
      “You idiots. You bastards still don’t understand my words. Do I still look like Emperor Hadveria in your eyes? Kukukukuku.”
    

    
      “Wh-What are you—ah!”
    

    
      “That’s—!”
    

    
      The nobles bowing down as they pleaded with the Emperor heard an evil voice. When their heads whipped up in alarm, their faces blanched. A thick black aura was rising from the man on the throne. The person who had been their Emperor up until moments ago was changing. His whole body was exuding an energy so evil the nobles could not dare to look, and bright red eyes were glaring down at them.
    

    
      A devil. A devil was on the throne.
    

    
      
        Thuddddd!
      
    

    
      The moment they heard the doors closing behind them, the nobles felt fear so intense it made their hearts drop.
    

    
      Imperial Knights appeared from all over the palace.
    

    
      “What are you doing?! Do you truly intend on killing us all?!”
    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty, please come to your senses at once!”
    

    
      Like Altakas said, there were still nobles who hadn’t realized what was happening. The hapless nobles shouted out in alarm upon sensing the killing intent aimed towards them.
    

    
      “I am no longer your emperor. I am the master of the great Dark Empire that is approaching. I am not the master of this lousy, measly empire, but a mightier one that shall rule the entire continent. Kuhahahahahaha!”
    

    
      A laughter full of madness echoed throughout the hall.
    

    
      “Uwahhh! His Majesty has gone insane!”
    

    
      “Everyone, run away! Hurry!”
    

    
      The moment they entered the Imperial Palace, they were all forced to remove their swords because only those who had received permission from the Emperor were allowed to carry weapons in the inner castle. Many of the nobles were knight-level in strength, so even without swords, they all ran towards the doors.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiing! Splurt!
      
    

    
      “Gugh…”
    

    
      Around a hundred Imperial Knights appeared out of nowhere near the doors and mercilessly cut down the nobles flying towards them like moths to a flame.
    

    
      “D-Dark Blades…”
    

    
      “D-Death Knights!”
    

    
      They recognized the evil mana imbuing the swords the Imperial Knights were swinging. Only then did they realize that the Emperor’s words were not a deluded fantasy.
    

    
      “Kill them! Kill them all! Kuhahahaha! I shall carry out a rite to the mana of darkness using their blood and hearts, so kill them all!”
    

    
      The Emperor’s booming laugh swept through the hall. At that moment, all of the Laviter Empire’s nobles closed their eyes. The reality before them was something they could never, ever believe.
    

    
      “Oh, gods above…”
    

    
      Someone sought the gods. But no god could stop the blood festival that was descending upon them.
    

    
      Because this was their predetermined fate…
      

    

    
      
“May you return safely…”
    

    
      “Aramis…”
    

    
      It was early dawn. I was about to leave the cover to enact the plan I’d dubbed ‘King Wedgie’, a plan I hadn’t even told Derval about. Only the beastmen who rode the Gold Wyverns that were the mount of choice for the Laviter’s Imperial Skyknights would be coming with me. But just as we were departing, the Saintess who had been devoting herself to prayer out of anguish for the disasters and disease plaguing the Continent as of late appeared to send me off. 
    

    
      ‘She’s lost a lot of weight.’
    

    
      I hadn’t even told the beastmen the destination, but Aramis came and wished me a safe return.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre…!”
    

    
      With a tearful voice, Aramis threw herself into my embrace.
    

    
      “Why’re you crying, dummy…”
    

    
      I hadn’t hugged Aramis in a long time. Her thinness was immediately apparent. She had been devoting herself to atonement prayer to God without eating properly, all for the suffering masses. Feeling how thin she was made my heart pang for her.
    

    
      She sobbed in my embrace, deeply saddened by something I didn’t know. My heart ached. She didn’t say anything, but I could feel her noble love for me.
    

    
      She knew that I was going somewhere dangerous.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. You’re going on a long trip, yet I can only cry…”
    

    
      After crying for a long time in my arms, Aramis wiped away her tears as she looked up.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, what a beautiful woman she is.’
    

    
      Though we lived in close proximity, her body was not mine alone. There were many people other than me that Aramis had to love in God’s stead.
    

    
      I gently stroked the silverish blue hair cascading down her white robe. Aramis’ fragrance filled the air.
    

    
      I left a light kiss on her forehead. The paladins who guarded her like her shadow were watching from afar, but I paid no heed to them.
    

    
      “I’ll be back.”
    

    
      “Yes… have a safe trip,” said Aramis, her white cheeks turning a bashful pink.
    

    
      “Yeah. I’ll be back soon.”
    

    
      I caressed her soft cheek with the hand that had been stroking her hair. I was wearing my airplate, so I couldn’t feel her skin directly, but her feelings reached me. 
    

    
      I had to drop my hand, feeling regret. It was time to leave. I’d left a letter with a few instructions for Derval in my office.
    

    
      
        Whumpf.
      
    

    
      I jumped onto Bebeto’s neck with a silent leap.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      When I jumped on, Bebeto let loose a roar. I wanted to leave quietly, but he was about to wake up the whole damn castle.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaa! Kyuuuuuuuuuuuuuu!
      
    

    
      The Gold Wyverns followed Bebeto in cries of their own.
    

    
      ‘I’ll be back soon, my land.’
    

    
      After taking one more look at Aramis, I gazed at the expansive covert and my castle.
    

    
      “Fly, Bebeto!”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      
        Flap flap, flap flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      With powerful beats of his wings, Bebeto kicked off the ground.
    

    
      At the end of the 7th month, the sweltering season overseen by the Goddess of Victory, Ormion, I left Nerman.
    

    
      My goal was to give the Laviter Emperor a wedgie so hard he would never be able to bother my paradise with pointless threats ever again.
    

    
      And so, I departed, leaving those I loved and my paradise behind me.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “L-Lord Kyre… Sob!”
    

    
      He left.
    

    
      Last night, a divine revelation was passed down to her in the form of a dream. An intense, murky darkness swallowed the man Aramis loved. It was a dream, but each detail of the nightmare was vivid. Aramis woke up screaming, and she left the temple, praying to her goddess to grant Kyre mercy.
    

    
      As she prayed, she sensed Kyre’s presence. Without realizing it herself, she headed to the covert and came face to face with him as he was about to depart.
    

    
      “Even if I must offer my life, I will save thee. I shall deliver thee from any of the world’s evils, filth, and death. My beloved…”
    

    
      After watching Kyre fly far, far away, she drew a cross and knelt where she stood, praying to Neran.
    

    
      
        Flash.
      
    

    
      A faint silver aura surrounded her body, as if a god had promised to not forsake her feelings…
    

    
      

    

  
    
      Chapter 192: We’ll Know When We Get There
    

    
      

    

    “The preparations are all complete. Yaaawn…”

    A certain mage who was called the Golden-Eyed Reaper on the Kalliant Continent finished issuing orders to the various corporations and companies he had nurtured on Earth. Aidal had amassed a wealth so massive that it could no longer be counted.

    “Too bad I can’t take my gaming console and laptop with me.”

    When using dimensional transport magic, you couldn’t bring any electronics. The archmage Aidal knew very well that a living body could handle the teleport, but all electronic devices would be destroyed by the waves of mana.

    “Huhu, I’ll treat it like a vacation, I guess.” He was only intending on going there to play around a little, so he wasn’t too concerned. “I’ve already seen Avatara. There should be a new movie by the time I’m back.”

    Aidal had a boatload of money and nothing to do. As such, he was deeply involved in the film industry and had propelled the creation of several blockbuster fantasy movies, including a series called the Liege of the Rings and a movie that had come out a few days ago called Avatara. The people of the world had no idea that all of these blockbuster fantasy movies were published and adapted into films by authors and directors Aidal had nurtured behind the scenes.

    “Seriously, James Camera’s directing is pretty decent.”

    After watching the Avatara movie he’d been waiting for, Aidal no longer had anything to do.

    “Guess it’s time to set off.”

    For the dimensional teleportation, Aidail had obtained a special-grade magic crystal. It was probably the one and only special-grade crystal on the entire earth.

    
      Whirr, whirr.
    

    Thanks to the special-grade magic crystal, the magic circle gathered enough fuel to have mana to spare even after using dimensional transport magic. With a contented smile on his face, Aidal strolled to the middle of the circle.

    “He couldn’t have seriously died, right?”

    As always, his disciple Kang Hyuk always came as an afterthought. The thought that he should have sent Hyuk off after teaching him a little bit more came to mind sometimes when he was straining on the toilet.

    “Huhuhu. Kallian, wait for me… I’m coming.”

    The mana gauge on the magic circle was perfectly filled up. Thinking of the Kallian Continent that would give him a warm(?) welcome, Aidal opened his mouth.

    “Dimensional Teleport!”

    
      Woooosh. Flash!
    

    The activation phrase for the spell that spanned dimensions was truly simple. The great magic array responded to the phrase, exuding a great deal of mana glow. And then, there was no one left on the circle, just mana particles floating pitifully over the magic circle after exhausting all their strength.

    
      

    

    * * *

    
      

    

    ‘Wooow~ that’s quite something!’

    20 wyvern transport carriers was easy to say, but Kesmire was the only nation that possessed this much naval power. The sails of all twenty ships were taut and full of wind as the vessels surged over the ocean, with Bebeto and me in the skies above. I found it suffocating to be on the deck, so I had gone aloft with Bebeto.

    ‘20 wyverns on the big transport carriers, and 16 on the smaller ones, with a total of 300 wyverns.’

    Even if I wanted to bring the Skyknights in Nerman, I couldn’t. Unlike the Kesmire Kingdom wyverns that had pretty much lived their whole lives on transport carriers, the wyverns and Skyknights of Nerman would definitely suffer seasickness. Of course, there would probably be ignorant wyverns like Bebeto that would be happy as long as they had females around, but there was no guarantee that the others would adapt while on the trip to the Laviter Empire, so I only brought the beastmen.

    ‘Seriously, expensive things are well worth their price.’

    The Gold Wyverns the beastmen were riding showed no symptoms whatsoever, as if they were advertising their brand name. On both Kallian and Earth, money didn’t lie.

    ‘One week from now… wait a little longer, Emperor of Laviter. Huhuhu.’

    Ever since Laviter became an empire, it had never permitted an invasion of the Imperial Palace. Unfortunately for them, the Imperial City located downstream of the Yukane River that joined the ocean had really met its maker this time.

    ‘I’ll be taking everything you guys owe me, plus interest.’

    It was said that a massive amount of treasures was piled up in the treasury of the Imperial Palace. I was fully intending to get plenty of compensation for harassing Nerman.

    
      Guoooooooooooooo!
    

    Bebeto, a wyvern that truly deserved to be called the Ruler of the Skies, flew through the crisp sea wind at the head of a long string of wyvern transport ships.

    “Bebeto! I see madir!”

    In the distance was a school of flailing tuna. For the sake of nourishing our bodies, I flew Bebeto there. After all, we had to be full of energy for the undertaking coming in a few days: plucking out the last thorn that had been bothering Nerman.


    “Hohoho, it is a pleasure to meet the legendary Lord Kyre. Greetings. I am Chrisia’s older sister, Elsia.”

    ‘Wow!’

    I was told that the Reserve Fleet that was on constant standby for the kingdom’s defense, Chrisia’s 2nd Fleet, and the 5th and 7th Fleets that were active in the northern seas were the Kesmire Kingdom fleets mobilized for this mission.

    As soon as I arrived, I was immediately granted a spot on the flagship of the 2nd Fleet that Chrisia commanded. And then, when evening came, the fleet commanders flew over on wyverns, having been invited for an evening feast and a strategy meeting.

    “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am the Lord of Nerman, Kyre.”

    “You are truly handsome. So much so that if not for Chrisia, I’d want to take you for myself. Hohoho.” Elsia continued to break out in delighted laughter.

    “7th Fleet Commander, please control what you say a little more. This is not a private space,” Chrisia gritted out, staring daggers into her sister.

    Chrisia was a beautiful woman you would never have expected from looking at her dad. And Elsia, with her bouncy figure and beautiful skin, was absolutely on par with Chrisia. She was so overwhelmingly charming that I might have actually fallen for her if not for Chrisia.

    “Goodness, I apologize, Your Excellency,” said Elsia, feigning innocence with a smile in her eyes. She was a flower of liveliness in a battle that could have easily been a dreary affair.

    “Everyone’s here, so let’s go right into the meeting.”

    “Already? Can’t we do it after eating?”

    “Sister!!!” exploded Chrisia, no longer able to endure Elsia’s continuous interruptions.

    “Goodness, why so prickly, Your Excellency?”

    ‘Looks like this is the usual scene between them.’

    A ‘this again?’ was written clearly in the eyes of the virtuous-looking 5th Fleet Commander and the Reserve Fleet Commanders as they watched Chrisia and Elsia. From the looks of the two cats duking it out in spirit, there was no doubt that the voyage wouldn’t be boring.

    “Sigh… As the person who is one year younger, I’ll back down.”

    “That’s right, good decision. Hohoho. This older sister just wants to have a good time with the little sister she hasn’t seen in a while.”

    ‘In a while? Guess that’s possible for them.’

    The sea was a pretty large place, after all. Also, the Kesmire Kingdom was gungho about dominating the ocean so that they couldn’t lose their vested interests, so the fleet commanders probably didn’t have many chances to see each other.

    “Please take your seats. The strategy meeting starts now.” When Chrisia, the leader of a kingdom fleet, said those words, her aura changed. “I am sure you have all received a secret missive from His Majesty the King upon departure. As you know, our current destination is the Yukane River tributary near the Laviter Empire Imperial Palace.”

    Knowing the importance of this matter, the King had issued a secret missive. The fact he did so meant it was possible that imperial spies had infiltrated even the remote Kesmire.

    “Even now, the only people who know this fact are the commanders gathered here. I ask that you keep this a secret up until the battle is over.”

    ‘Perfect, what a woman.’

    Chrisia was saying exactly what I wanted to request. If it became known that we were attacking the Empire, it wouldn’t have a very good effect on the Skyknights and sailors. The Laviter Empire might be paper tigers on the sea, but once we got close to imperial land, it would be a different matter.

    “I have a question.”

    “Go ahead, 7th Fleet Commander.”

    “Why must we attack the Laviter Imperial Palace? I hurriedly returned to the kingdom at His Majesty’s summons, but I departed without getting a proper explanation. I wish to know the reason now.”

    As Elsia spoke, she looked at me. She had figured out that I was at the heart of this matter.

    “Please allow me to answer that.”

    An explanation was necessary anyway. If I were them, I wouldn’t be very pleased with the situation, either. Their first complaint was probably that I had only brought five subordinates with me despite boasting that we would attack the Empire, and the second complaint was that I was taking the vanguard and commanding role of that attack. I had no doubt that the King’s secret missive ordered the people here to actively help me.

    “First of all, I would like to thank the Overseer of Fate, Romero, from the bottom of my heart for allowing me to meet the heroes ruling the seas in this manner.”

    I needed the cooperation of these people, so I started off with pleasant words.

    “As everyone here knows, Nerman is currently in a war with the Laviter Empire. The river of animosity between us runs so deeply that one must crumble for the other to thrive.”

    Even though they lived on the seas, they were not completely unaware of the situation on the mainland. The people here were entrusted with the task of using lumikars to obtain or relay intel to the kingdom.

    “As such, I asked His Majesty the King for help.”

    “What impressive skill you have. Kesmire hasn’t mobilized its forces for a foreign nation like this in the entire history of the Kingdom.”

    “Nerman is not a foreign nation, but a destined partner of Kesmire.”

    I deflected Elsia’s barbed compliment, changing the phrasing to my favor.

    “Lord of Nerman, are you sure you can achieve victory in this battle? If things go wrong, we could lose precious forces of the Kingdom,” asked the imposing 5th Fleet Commander who had introduced himself as Jeramik. 

    “That’s why we are having a strategy meeting. Also, I will do my best to minimize the damage to the kingdom Skyknights while securing tremendous glory for Kesmire.”

    “I’ve already heard of your skills many times over,” said Elsia. “But the Imperial Palace is not a place to be underestimated. The Skyknights of the Imperial Guard protecting the Imperial Palace alone number close to 500, and we know that the Skyknights in the nearby territories and the Imperial Capital are considerable as well. Even for a blitz, aren’t our numbers too low?”

    Elsia continued to press me, her face serious. As a fleet commander, this was an issue anyone who valued their subordinates would have to ask.

    “Thankfully, according to my intel, a great number of the Imperial Guard Skyknights are not in the Capital at the moment. For whatever reason, it’s said that at least half of them went out and have not returned. Also, a considerable number of the Skyknights normally stationed in the Capital have been moved in order to attack Nerman. As such, I believe we will have to face just 300 or so Skyknights.” 

    “...”

    The fleet commanders stared at me, made speechless by my flippant referral of “just” 300 Skyknights. Other than Chrisia, they all had expressions of “How can there be a guy like this?” on their faces.

    “Judging from your confidence, the skills you are so renowned for must not be an exaggeration.”

    “You will know when you see them in action.”

    “I’ll look forward to it.”

    Unlike Chrisia, Elsia was full of prickly charm.

    ‘I feel kinda bad for the guy who manages to woo her, whoever it is.’

    She might be a commendable commander as far as the Kesmire Kingdom went, but as a wife, she was a bit intense. It was said that every rose has its thorns, but Elsia was a little too thorny for my tastes.

    Chrisia spoke up from her silence. “I think there is a bit of a problem,” she began.

    “What kind of problem?”

    “We’ve lost contact with the intel agents we had in the Imperial Capital one by one, and since yesterday, we haven’t heard any news from them at all. The last thing we heard was that all contact with the outside world has been forbidden in the Imperial Capital.”

    ‘Were all the intel agents discovered?’

    But that was ridiculous. There weren’t just one or two, but at least ten Kesmire intelligence agents. Most of them only had one contact each, so it was likely that the intelligence agents didn’t even know what the others looked like.

    “That is indeed odd. I was also informed that passage into all of the Laviter Empire’s territories has been restricted, but to think that you have completely lost contact with your intelligence agents in the Capital…”

    “Even in the Kingdom, very few people know the identities of the intelligence agents…”

    At Chrisia’s words, the faces of the commanders darkened.

    ‘Did something happen? They can’t have all died from the plague.’

    There was definitely something going on in the high and mighty Laviter Empire. They couldn’t just stop all trade because of a plague. Issuing a total lockdown when there were over a million people in the Capital who needed food and everyday goods to survive was an extreme act that could even lead to a revolt.

    “Haha, such things can happen in life. Not everything can be perfect, right? Don’t worry. Even if I must give this body of mine, I will perfectly protect the Kingdom Skyknights!”

    Chrisia’s news was a little concerning, but it wasn’t enough to make me back down.

    ‘First, we’ll butt heads.’

    There was no point in worrying too much about the Laviter Imperial City that was suddenly locked down.

    We would know what was going on once we got there, anyway.

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 193: The Appearance of Aidol
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “What’s with the sudden imperial mandate?”
    

    
      “What in the world are we supposed to do here?”
    

    
      The Laviter Skyknights who had been assembled to attack Nerman were still in shock after the significant blow Kyre dealt them by crossing the border. Kyre and the Nerman Skyknights made light work of the Empire’s Skyknights with a force several times smaller than the Empire’s. It was said in secret among the imperial troops that Kyre was an invincible knight. The rumor spread throughout the entire army, stemming from the soldiers and knights that were captured as soldiers and returned to the Empire.
    

    
      As a result of their repeated losses, the Laviter Skyknights were in a state of dejection. But then, they were issued a sudden imperial mandate and made to gather on some nameless hill in the middle of nowhere.
    

    
      “Have you heard the rumor?”
    

    
      “Which rumor?”
    

    
      “The one about the Yukane and Baerkain Kingdom Skyknights getting dragged off to somewhere and not having come back yet.”
    

    
      “I’ve heard of it, but what does it have to do with us?”
    

    
      “Of course it has to do with us. We could also disappear into thin air just like them.”
    

    
      “Pshaw, as if His Majesty the Emperor would do that to us. Why would he? That’s utter hogwash.”
    

    
      Quite a lot of time had already passed since they arrived, so the Skyknights were scattered around the clearing, engaging in idle talk. They exchanged the most recent information they’d heard and tried to figure out why they had been gathered here today. However, everyone knew the same things. In addition to the regular territories, the entire army had been locked down. Since they weren’t allowed to move without imperial command, the Skyknights hadn’t been able to go out on a single patrol flight.
    

    
      “But isn’t it about time for someone to show up?”
    

    
      The ten Imperial Guard Skyknights who had appeared to relay the mandate were standing stock-still at the front of the clearing with their helmets on.
    

    
      “This can’t all be to tell us to return to our original stations, right?”
    

    
      “I don’t think so, no. His Majesty isn’t that kind of person.”
    

    
      Once he started something, Emperor Hadveria would see it to the end. The Skyknights were well aware of that side of the Emperor’s personality.
    

    
      
        Kaaaauuuuuuu! Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      While the Skyknights were whispering to each other, they heard the cries of their wyverns at the foot of the hill.
    

    
      “Wh-What’s going on?”
    

    
      “Why are the wyverns freaking out?”
    

    
      The Skyknights panicked upon hearing the cries of their wyverns. The winged beasts were more precious to them than their own lovers.
    

    
      “Nobody move!” screamed the Imperial Guard Skyknight who had been silent up until now.
    

    
      “What are you saying?! Are you telling us to rest here at ease when we don’t know what’s happened to the wyverns?!”
    

    
      “Just what in the world is the imperial mandate about? Why have you brought us to a place like this?!”
    

    
      The Imperial Guard might belong to the Imperial Family, but most of the Skyknights here were titled nobles. They approached the Imperial Skyknights while unleashing the frustration they had been suppressing.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      As the Skyknights drew nearer, the Imperial Guard Skyknights drew their swords without hesitation.
    

    
      “Wh-What do you think you’re doing?!”
    

    
      “Hmph! Do you think you can be so unscrupulous just because you’re from the Imperial Guard?”
    

    
      Of the Skynights who were the elites of the army, the most elite among those elites were picked out for the Imperial Guard. As a result, the Skyknights of the Imperial Guard were subjects of envy and jealousy by the regular Skyknights. So when the Imperial Skyknights unsheathed their swords, it was like pouring oil onto an already smoldering tinder.  
    

    
      “Huhu. Poor sops who’ll soon breathe their last sure have a lot to say.”
    

    
      “How dare you! Who do you think we are?!”
    

    
      Despite facing hundreds of Skyknights, the Imperial Skyknights weren’t at all cowed.
    

    
      “You bastards will all die here for the crime of defying an imperial command.”
    

    
      “Stop spouting bullshit. His Majesty the Emperor would never issue such a command!”
    

    
      “Let us punish these bastards and go to the Imperial Palace ourselves. His Majesty the Emperor will tell us the truth.”
    

    
      “That’s right! Let us all—gugh!”
    

    
      
        Spluuuurt!
      
    

    
      The Skyknight standing at the front jolted mid-sentence, pierced where he stood by a spear that had whizzed through the air, glinting in the sun.
    

    
      
        Whiiiiiiiiiiiiiirr!
      
    

    
      And at the same time, colorful mana lights began to glow on the ground where the Skyknights stood.
    

    
      “Wh-What’s going on?!”
    

    
      “Uwaahhh! There’s a magic circle set up under our feet!”
    

    
      A massive magic circle was spread out over a staggering amount of space on the hastily-made clearing. The moment the array activated, the intense flow of mana rendered the Skyknights unable to move.
    

    
      “Kukuku. Enjoy your last moments alive while you can. Very soon, your lives will be forfeit.”
    

    
      “Kuhahahaha.”
    

    
      The Imperial Guard Skyknights burst out in noisy laughter. One of them pulled out a mana staff glowing with black light from his bosom.
    

    
      “Death’s Sleeping Hand!”
    

    
      The Skyknights were shocked into a daze when they heard the 7th Circle black magic curse.
    

    
      
        Fwaaaaaaah.
      
    

    
      The mana particles whirling above the magic array transformed into red fog before immediately covering the Skyknights.
    

    
      “GUAAAGHHHH!”
    

    
      “AHHH!”
    

    
      “KYAAAAAAAGHHH!”
    

    
      The accursed crimson fog rushed through their noses and mouths into their bodies. The moment they breathed it in, the Skyknights clutched their throats as they fell over.
    

    
      
        Driiiiiiiip.
      
    

    
      Shortly afterward, blood began to pour from every orifice in their bodies.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaaaaaash.
      
    

    
      A pillar of red light immediately shot into the darkened sky from the magic circle that had been created for this moment.
    

    
      “Haromoia gevestroi anahumadian…”
    

    
      Dozens of Kerma priests appeared in every direction around the knights that had been instantly killed by the 7th Circle black magic and consigned to the afterlife. The priests recited a sacred chant of darkness designed to create soulless Death Knights.
    

    
      
        Ssszzzzzzzzz.
      
    

    
      The blood spilled by the Skyknights became an offering, rising into the air as a pillar of blood and whirling in the air a few times before crashing back down, like the tormented dance of the sad souls of the Skyknights resentful of their sudden death.
      

    

    
      “You’ve turned all the Skyknights into Death Skyknights?”
    

    
      “Yes, oh great King of Darkness. By now, the Tower Vice-master should have taken care of all of the Skyknights dispatched to the border.”
    

    
      “Kukuku. Well done.”
    

    
      “I am deeply grateful, oh Lord of All Death and Life.”
    

    
      After slaughtering the nobles, the black mages and priests of the Evil God, Kerma, now freely roamed the Laviter Imperial Palace grounds. All of the knights and soldiers of the Imperial Guard residing within the castle were all drained of life and turned into Death Knights and Hell Soldiers. The idiots who had flung themselves headlong onto the road of death with one “imperial command” were reborn anew in moments as soldiers of darkness through black magic and darkness sacred magic.
    

    
      “Tomorrow, all the humans of the world will see what true darkness is. They will see that the great King of Darkness who shall rule them has descended. Kuhahahahaha!”
    

    
      “Felicitations, oh King of Darkness and Master of All!”
    

    
      “Ohhhh! Felicitations, oh Master of All Mana!”
    

    
      The black mages inside the throne room bowed, offering a chorus of praise. Since they served a god, the Kerma priests did not bow in worship. However, they did not ridicule the genuflecting mages.
    

    
      Recently, an oracle was passed down.
    

    
      According to the oracle, the black mage on the throne was the Apostle of Hell sent by Kerma himself.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Haah… the one thing this place has is good air.”
    

    
      In a secluded village in a barony of the Pakinch Kingdom overlooking the faraway Central Mountain Range said to be the middle point of the Kallian Continent, an old man appeared wearing a robe that gleamed with a unique luster. Like a real mage, the benevolent-looking elder had a dignified beard that went all the way down to his waist, and the beard swayed as the man cheerfully strolled towards the village.
    

    
      He took in several deep breaths with an expression of delight.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk. It would still be nice to have a car. What a shame, the one made by Maybach is a fairly luxurious and decent ride.”
    

    
      The old man walked into the village while muttering repeatedly about a “car”.
    

    
      “Where did you come from, sir?” asked one of the guardsmen of the village, stopping the old man. Because the village was close to the Central Mountains, unlike other villages, they had walls and a village guard to check the people coming and going.
    

    
      “Oh! How long it’s been since I’ve seen people like you. Haha.”
    

    
      The guardsmen had been observing the elder ever since he came into sight. When the elder looked at them with fascination, they shared looks of bewilderment. Because of the plague that had spread through the Continent, even merchant visits were infrequent these days, and travelers were even more uncommon. Yet this old man appeared swinging his arms cheerfully, compelled by whatever foolhardiness to travel alone. The outfit he was wearing was also problematic. It looked like a robe, but it gleamed with a shiny luster they’d never seen before. It looked similar to the robes worn by mages, but the shape and cut differed greatly.
    

    
      “Oh, do you guys recognize this clothing? It’s a brand name item specially made for me by Armani. I’m told it’s a very special piece of clothing made with specially produced Chinese silk and nanotechnology.”
    

    
      When they heard the elder spouting incomprehensible words, the expressions of the guardsmen quickly changed to ruefulness. From his way of speech and behavior, he looked like an elder from a fairly rich family, but they were sure that he had lost his way or had dementia.
    

    
      “Sigh, where did you come from, sir?”
    

    
      The captain of the village guard, Hanson, sighed as he inquired about the elder’s home. He felt sorry for the old man. Many of the people who were driven out of their homes by the plague and famine ended up dying on the road. His sympathy was amplified by thoughts of his dementia-stricken grandfather who had passed away not long ago.
    

    
      “Me? Hmm, I’m not sure you would know even if I told you where I came from,” answered the elder with dementia, his expression honest.
    

    
      “Then may I ask what your name is?”
    

    
      No matter how rampant the spread of plague was lately, the village wasn’t in such dire straits that they would chase off an elderly man. Therefore, Hanson and the guardsmen were kind to the man.
    

    
      “My name is… Ai…” The old man suddenly stopped, falling into thought for a moment. “That’s right! Aidol! That’s my name. Hahaha. What do you think? It has a good ring to it, don’t you think?”
    

    
      The old man clapped with mirth as he uttered the unique name. The guardsmen felt their eyes becoming moist with tears. Most of them had had a father or grandfather like this old man in their households, and memories of the past made them look at the elder with even more pity.
    

    
      “Have you already eaten, sir?”
    

    
      “Food? Ah, come to think of it, I haven’t. Haha. Right, that reminds me, there are things I want to eat. I’m really craving wild honey smeared on wheat bread made with a dough of yolks, milk, and salt. Ohhh! I’m suddenly getting hungry.”
    

    
      This old man was well and properly gone. They strongly suspected that some rich son had dropped him off a carriage and driven off. He was mumbling about precious foods only nobles or merchants at least could eat.
    

    
      “We don’t have bread like that. If it’s alright with you, please come in for a moment and have a meal of barley bread and potato soup.”
    

    
      “Barley bread? Alright, that’s fine as an occasional diet food. Come to think of it, I’ve lived eating only tasty things. I should eat some common fare now and then, too.” The old man mumbled to himself. Then, looking up, he asked, “Right, do you happen to know a certain young man I’m looking for? It’s my disciple who left home…”
    

    
      “Pardon? Who?”
    

    
      “He’s got black hair, he’s decently tall, and his face is fair enough to make a gigolo cry in shame. His name is Kang Hyuk…”
    

    
      Upon hearing the beginning of the elder’s words, Hanson and the guardsmen looked at each other. All of them had thought of one name when they heard the dementia-stricken old man. That man was someone even kids knew about on the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      “Shucks, why do I bother to ask. There’s no way you’d know a fellow like that out here in the boonies. Sigh… it’d be enough of a miracle if he didn’t become orc poop somewhere.”
    

    
      Paying no heed to the shocked expressions on the guardsmen, the old man with dementia looked up at a cloud drifting by as he thought of his disciple.
    

    
      That man was Aidal, the archmage who had dimensionally teleported from Earth.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 194: He Who Came From Hell
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Go aloft!”
    

    
      
        Flap flap, flap flap flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      “Wyverns on the starboard deck, go aloft!”
    

    
      
        Kaoooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      ‘It’s finally starting.’
    

    
      Just looking at the time we spent on sea, it was a pretty short voyage. But for me, the last five days felt like a never ending stream of tedium. For someone like me who had been going all over the world with the energetic Bebeto on a near daily basis, life confined to a narrow ship was hell. Of course, I went aloft on Bebeto several times a day, but I quickly had my fill of flying over the featureless sea, so that didn’t last long.
    

    
      But today, we finally reached the sea near the Laviter Empire, and using the cover of late night, we went aloft on our wyverns.
    

    
      ‘The Imperial City is a 2 hours flight from here. Thankfully, there’s a lot of fog blowing in from the ocean today, and it’s a moonless night, so we shouldn’t get caught as long as we’re careful.’
    

    
      It seemed even the heavens were helping us, because nature was on our side. It was common for the seas around here to be foggy, but the fog decking the shore tonight was thicker than usual. The scout Skyknights had also reported that the fog was even blanketing the river that would be guiding us to our destination.
    

    
      “Princess Chrisia, make sure you stay close behind me.”
    

    
      “Yes, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      “Hmph, you’re worried about Chrisia, but don’t give a rat’s ass about me?”
    

    
      “Haha, it’s my first time using a helmet fitted with communication magic. How fascinating.”
    

    
      In order to carry out Operation King Wedgie as swiftly and precisely as possible, I supplied the fleet commanders with communication helmets I had prepared for them. Though they were fleet commanders, they were all simultaneously Skyknights, and each one of them was coming to the battlefield.
    

    
      “As I said in the meeting just now, the main objectives of this operation are to end the life of the Laviter Empire’s Emperor, blitz the Imperial Guard Skyknights, and acquire the Imperial Family’s treasures. Everyone must act precisely according to their assigned objectives.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry. We will cleanly and surely wipe out the Empire’s wyverns.”
    

    
      “Lord Kyre, our fleet will do our utmost, so do not worry.”
    

    
      “Thank you. When the battle is over, let us have a hearty drink of Draco’s Tears.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      As soon as Draco’s Tears were mentioned, the line became quiet. After hearing that dozens of bottles were left in the wake of my drinking spree with the King, no one asked me to come drink with them.
    

    
      “I believe all Skyknights have gone aloft. Let us depart at once.”
    

    
      Elsia’s excited voice sounded the departure.
    

    
      ‘Each fleet of wyverns has its own goal and can work well together, so I’m sure they’ll do things right.’
    

    
      The Imperial Palace was large. Our most important objective today was to end Emperor Hadveria’s life. I wasn’t a butcher, but I resolved to take down the Emperor without fail for the sake of peace on the Continent and Nerman’s safety. Actually, even if I didn’t go as far as killing him, I fully intended on making sure that he would never dare to think of doing anything to Nerman after today.
    

    
      “In that case, everyone, charge!”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto let out a vigorous bellow at my words.
    

    
      
        Kauuuuuuuuuuuuu! Kuaaa, kuaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      Wyverns screamed out energetically after him.
    

    
      And so, as we flew through the thick fog silently blanketing the sea, our attack of the Laviter Imperial Palace began.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘It’s too quiet.’
    

    
      
        Swooooooosh.
      
    

    
      We followed the Yukane River heavily blanketed with fog, flying at the point where the fog reached the sky. A little longer, and we would arrive at the Imperial Capital of the Laviter Empire. As I began to feel the tension, a bad feeling budded in my gut.
    

    
      For whatever reason, no sound was coming from the ground. On this moonless night, the sky was covered in dark clouds that carried a portent of rain. Even high up in the air, I could instinctively feel the presence of life below, but today, I didn’t feel or see anything. A bad feeling shivered down my spine, like I was crossing the Lute, the River of the Afterlife mentioned in the stories.
    

    
      ‘A night like this is better. Perfect for a quick bout of fun.’
    

    
      I stamped down the ominous feeling in my heart and filled myself with positive thoughts.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The fleet commanders who had been chatting now and then up until recently were also quiet. The wyverns had also read the mood and were flying in silence.
    

    
      ‘Today is the last. After this, I’ll rest to my heart’s content in Paradise.’
    

    
      This was the final price I would have to pay to achieve my dream. Taking in a deep breath, I flew forward.
    

    
      When I saw the castle looming in the distance, I issued the final command. “Shoot down all enemies that appear. Commander Jeramik, take the wyverns under your lead and secure the skies around the Imperial Capital. Everyone else, after blitzing the covert attached to the Imperial Palace, head into the inner castle, eliminate the Emperor, and seize the treasure.”
    

    
      “Huaaa. This is making me real nervous.”
    

    
      “Haha, my heart hasn’t raced like this in a while.”
    

    
      ‘We’re finally here!’
    

    
      My heart was thumping just as hard. The great Lord of Nerman’s invasion on the Imperial Palace of the Laviter Empire would be remembered for all time in continental history. Who other than me would possibly come up with a plan as bold as this?
    

    
      ‘But it’s really strange. No matter how careless they’re being, there’s not a single wyvern flight on patrol.’
    

    
      Even in Nerman, everyone took shifts to go out on patrol every night. But this was an empire. They might be lulled by the conviction that no one would dare to invade the Empire, but basic patrols were standard fare for every city. However, I couldn’t see any wyverns whatsoever in the skies above the Imperial Capital.
    

    
      ‘What?! Th-There aren’t any lights?!’
    

    
      To my shock, the outer castle that was home to an immense number of people was completely dark. Excluding the Imperial Castle in the distance that was brightly lit up by magic lamps, the Laviter Capital was entirely blanketed in darkness. Cold sweat trickled down my back at the unbelievable sight.
    

    
      
        Thump, thump.
      
    

    
      My heart started beating hard. Grasping Bebeto’s reins, I headed towards the inner castle where the Emperor resided. As expected of an empire that put a great deal of importance on strength, the covert was inside the city rather than outside.
    

    
      Despite the bad feeling I was getting, we moved according to plan. About now, the soldiers guarding the city should be catching sight of us, but the entire city was all too quiet.
    

    
      ‘The soldiers… aren’t moving.’
    

    
      A considerable number of soldiers were standing on the castle walls. But not a single one of them turned towards us, even though the flapping of our wyverns should be very audible.
    

    
      ‘Hadveria, just what in the world have you done?’
    

    
      Just thinking of his name made displeasure surge within me.
    

    
      “Everyone… be careful.”
    

    
      I uttered a grave warning to the commanders following in tense silence. Because it felt to me that I wasn’t flying towards the Imperial City of the Laviter Empire, but a massive grave…
      

    

    
      “Huhuhu. Foolish bastards… You dare to come here…”
    

    
      At an altar of blood located under the Imperial Palace, the 8th Circle mage Altakas gave a cold sneer. He had sensed the mana energy of approaching invaders a few moments ago.
    

    
      “It must be you, Kyre. Kukuku, your plans are laudable, but you’ve met the wrong enemy.”
    

    
      Once everything was finished in the Empire, he was planning on personally making a visit to Nerman to remove the rookie’s head from his neck. Altakas could tell that Kyre had come personally from the swarm of mana energies he could feel outside.
    

    
      “Oh King of Darkness, He who shall become the Master of the World, we await thy command. The preparations to subdue the enemies are complete.”
    

    
      One trait of darkness magic and the Evil God, Kerma, was that magic power was able to perform at its best at night rather than day. The black mages who loved the night had recognized the existence of invaders.
    

    
      “Leave them. Allowing them to enjoy their final struggle before death should make a decent show. Kukuku.”
    

    
      Despite knowing they had visitors, the 8th Circle black magic swordsman Altakas was completely at ease. Just a few minutes ago, he had made an offering to God with the blood of 100 healthy captured children. The blood, still steaming with heat, was hovering around the moist underground chamber. As it moved, some of it was sucked deep into the nostrils of the King of Darkness, Altakas, whose eyes were closed in an expression of rapture.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “All-out attack!”
    

    
      “Worry not, Lord Kyre, please go straight into the Imperial Palace and kill the Emperor!”
    

    
      “Haah, you’re all dead now!”
    

    
      Despite our appearance, the massive covert in the castle grounds wasn’t alarmed in the least, and no one went aloft. According to what we knew, the wyverns of the Imperial Guard Skyknights should be here, the last true strength the Laviter Empire had left. Perhaps because of the sweltering weather, about a hundred wyverns were laying outside of their hangars or on the runway, as if they were asking to be killed.
    

    
      ‘Rest in peace, sleepyheads.’
    

    
      I had nothing against the wyverns, but they had to die for Nerman to live.
    

    
      “Hasifor, send them all flying with magic.”
    

    
      “Got it, Master.”
    

    
      The beastmen and their wyverns had followed me in silence from Nerman. They gave a brisk acquiescence to my command.
    

    
      ‘Go!’
    

    
      But just in case things go sour, I decided to save my mana. As such, I decided to use Blessed Spears instead, so I hurled one towards a wyvern laying on the ground with all my strength.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Glowing with mana, the Blessed Spear flashed down like a ray of light.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaash!
      
    

    
      My spear did not travel alone. More spears of death descended simultaneously, fired by the Kesmire Skyknights.
    

    
      
        Spluuuuurt! Bam! Kuaaaaaaaaaak! Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      The agonized screams of the wyverns given a rude awakening pierced the air.
    

    
      “Fire Blast!”
    

    
      “Lightning Rain!”
    

    
      “Flame Cannon!”
    

    
      “Explosion!”
    

    
      Through my visor, I saw the beastmen vigorously casting the 6th Circle spells they had recently mastered and memorized.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiip. Boooooooooooom! Fwooooooooooooooooosh! Babaaaaaaam! Bzzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      The fireworks show of spells exploded on the grounds by the hangar. Burning and exploding blue fangs of lightning rampaged like a storm.
    

    
      ‘I have to find the Emperor.’
    

    
      We neutralized the important forces in the covert. Our next goal was the Emperor.
    

    
      “Princess Chrisia, please cover me.”
    

    
      “Yes, Lord Kyre!”
    

    
      I had long since perfectly memorized the layout of the Emperor’s palace.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go over there!”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      With a cry of excitement fueled by the thrill of battle, Bebeto quickly moved to the inner castle that I had designated as our destination.
    

    
      “Secure the treasury of the Imperial Family. If any ground troops appear, eliminate them without hesitation!”
    

    
      Like a real daughter of a pirate, Elsia shouted a mana-charged command to the Skyknights in her fleet to secure the booty. It was a good thing the helmet’s communicator had a function to reduce sounds of a certain volume, because otherwise, that excited woman warrior’s voice would have burst my eardrums.
    

    
      ‘But why… why do I still have a bad feeling about this?’
    

    
      
        PR/N: Gee kyre, I wonder if it has to do with the fact that, despite being the largest empire on the continent, you’re barely facing any opposition.
      
    

    
      My eyes clearly saw spears landing squarely on the Gold Wyverns, but a sense of foreboding still lingered in me. I knew for certain that the answer would be revealed when I met the Emperor.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      The Emperor’s Palace in the inner castle was supposed to be the place where you could normally find the Emperor, but he wasn’t there. In fact, not only was the Emperor not there, but the Imperial Knights were also nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      ‘What the hell is going on?’
    

    
      I looked all over the place with my sword unsheathed, but no one was in the room where the Emperor slept. I rapidly ran to the window and looked outside.
    

    
      ‘There’s really no one here…?’
    

    
      I had infiltrated the Emperor’s room through the window using Fly, thus avoiding any potential Imperial Guard Knights who might be standing guard. However, to my shock, I couldn’t sense anyone not only in the room, but outside of it as well. It was almost… as if I had come to a ghost town.
    

    
      
        Booooom! Craaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      If I didn’t know the beastmen were out there hurling spells, I would have thought that someone was making a pointless racket outside. It was just that deathly quiet inside the palace.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      As the din continued outside, a group of knights suddenly began to pop out of the darkness under the palace, like they were coming from the shadows themselves. Their enemies were making a mess all over the place, but the knights’ movements were as leisurely as ever. They scattered into every direction, so calm that they were even marching in time, their armor sounding a rhythmic beat. Their utter calm seemed to say that the current situation had nothing to do with them.
    

    
      “Ah! Wh-What the hell?!”
    

    
      “Uwaahhh! D-Dead wyverns are flying into the air!”
    

    
      “My… my god…”
    

    
      The alarmed voices of the commanders rang in my helmet.
    

    
      ‘What do they mean dead wyverns are flying up?!’
    

    
      I was so shocked that my heart nearly skipped a beat.
    

    
      “Master, strange creatures are riding the wyverns. I can’t feel any lifeforce from them.”
    

    
      An alarming explanation came from the communication line the beastmen had exclusively with me.
    

    
      ‘He can’t feel any lifeforce from them?’
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      That wasn’t all. The yin-attribute mana mixed into my mana was thrashing, beginning to activate on its own, almost like iron being pulled towards a magnet.
    

    
      ‘I-It can’t be…’
    

    
      And then, a terrifying thought struck me.
    

    
      “A-Altakas!”
    

    
      I had certainly received information from the Haildrian Empire that Altakas was active somewhere. But he had been far too quiet. I didn’t expect an impatient 8th Circle black magic swordsman to change his ways, so I was inwardly prepared for him to spring out of nowhere. I just never thought that we would be experiencing this chilling terror here, in the Laviter Imperial Palace.
    

    
      “By the gods, they’re attacking!”
    

    
      “L-Lord Kyre! The guys riding the dead wyverns are still perfectly fine after getting hit by spears!”
    

    
      Elsia and Chrisia’s screams pierced my ears. This wasn’t the time for me to be standing around in a daze.
    

    
      “Fl—”
    

    
      I was about to cast Fly in order to reach Bebeto in the sky, but at that moment, I felt a frosty aura behind me. My body instinctively screamed a warning, telling me that the moment I cast my spell, something would punch through my body. The incantation died in my throat, and gripping my sword tightly, I slowly turned around. 
    

    
      “Huhuhu…”
    

    
      And then, I heard a voice. Inside this room that had been empty until moments ago, someone was there. I turned my head.
    

    
      “Ahh…”
    

    
      A breath—a groan—fell unbidden from my lips.
    

    
      A man was standing there. I had no idea how long, or since when. There was a gold dragon embroidered on his crimson cloak.
    

    
      “It’s nice to meet you, Lord of Nerman, Kyre…”
    

    
      He knew me.
    

    
      “You are…?”
    

    
      “Me? In this Empire, they call me their ruler, Emperor Hadveria… but those who knew me in the past call me this: He Who Came From Hell… the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas. Kukukuku…”
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 195: The Appearance of the Missing Tower Masters
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiip. Baaam! Kegeeeeeeeeeeeeh.
      
    

    
      ‘R-Ridiculous!’
    

    
      The sight before her was unbelievable. The Gold Wyverns that had been wailing in pain mere moments ago on the covert grounds were flying into the air, heedless of the spears that had plunged deep into their bodies.
    

    
      That wasn’t all. The Skyknights riding the wyverns were just as bizarre. Even with spears thrown by the Kesmire Kingdom’s Skyknights sticking out of their torsos, they stood perfectly upright, still grasping the reins of their wyverns.
    

    
      The nightmarish scene unfolding in front of her was something she didn’t want to see even in a dream. Chrisia watched in a daze.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip. BOOOOOOOOOOOM! Kweeeeeeeeeeeeeek!
      
    

    
      “Gaaaaaaaaagh!”
    

    
      Craaaaaaaaaaash!
    

    
      “Gugh…”
    

    
      The nightmare didn’t end there. Upper-circle magic suddenly spiralled into the air from all over the place. Enormous balls of light exploded in midair all around her. They were Air Boom spells, each one ear-splitting loud.
    

    
      
        Piiiiiiiiiiping! Splurrrt! Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaak.
      
    

    
      And as if that wasn’t enough, the Imperial Guard Skyknights that didn’t shed a single drop of blood from Kesmire’s attacks fired Blessed Spears of their own.
    

    
      ‘Th-The color of their mana is black.’
    

    
      The spears hurtling towards them exuded a darkness blacker than night, as if they were imbued with darkness mana. Then, the spears were upon them, mercilessly skewering the Kesmire Skyknights blinded and deafened by magic.
    

    
      “What’s with these bastards? Why won’t they die?! Kyre! Kyre! A group of Imperial Guard Knights appeared at the Palace Treasury! They’re using Dark Blades and slaughtering the kingdom knights!”
    

    
      The shocked voice of her sister, who had gone to seize control of the Palace Treasury, rang in Chrisia’s helmet.
    

    
      “All forces, retreat! Abandon all fighting and retreat at once!”
    

    
      Just then, Kyre’s voice sounded in her ear, coming out almost as a scream. It was an absolute first. The man who was always full of confidence and calm was now ordering their retreat with a panicked voice.
    

    
      “R-Retreat! All forces, retreaaaaat!!”
    

    
      Snapping back to her senses, Chrisia yanked the wyvern reins, surging higher into the air as she shouted.
    

    
      “Retreat! Retreat!”
    

    
      The courageous Kesmire Kingdom Skyknights spread the retreat command over the battlefield using mana.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiip. Babaaaaam!
      
    

    
      “AAAAAAGH!”
    

    
      But even as Kesmire’s wyverns turned, many of their number dropped out of the skies.
    

    
      “D-Death Knights…”
    

    
      As she was turning her wyvern’s nose seaward to flee, she uttered two words, her voice trembling.
    

    
      The enemy that had flown up from all over the Imperial City and were massacring the Kesmire troops… were Warriors of Death, Death Knights.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kuhahahaha. How ingenious, you have a communication device installed in your helmet! I didn’t know that.”
    

    
      Not feeling even an ounce of the same delight, I issued an unconditional retreat order upon hearing the screams of the commanders.
    

    
      ‘A-Altakas was the Emperor of the Laviter Empire…’
    

    
      I had always been clear-minded, but shock was muddling my brain. This development was simply unthinkable. Who would have thought that the Emperor of the Laviter Empire, the top power of the Kallian Continent, would be Altakas, the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction?
    

    
      ‘Then does that mean everything that’s happened was a part of his plan?!’
    

    
      My mind whirled to the suspicious incidents occurring in the Laviter Empire. The imprisonment of the Cardinals and the destruction of the temples, the disappearance of the Tower Masters, and other various important incidents that had occurred in the Empire…
    

    
      PR/N: I really don’t know how you didn’t at least find it suspicious considering these events happened soon after your visit from Haildrian. 
    

    
      Everything clicked together, like a puzzle being solved.
    

    
      
        Boooooooooooom! Kweeeeeeeeek!
      
    

    
      I could hear the explosions of spells and the graphic screams of wyverns outside. The pain in those screams was clearly different from when the Gold Wyverns were being shot down by us earlier.
    

    
      “Did you know we were coming…?”
    

    
      My dazed brain cooled to freezing point. I thought that my plans were pretty perfect, but this guy had been waiting for me.
    

    
      “I didn’t know you’d be this reckless. Kukuku. If you’d come just a few months earlier, you would have posed quite the problem.”
    

    
      Altakas was oozing an air of ease. Even though I was holding a sword, he held no weapon in his hands.
    

    
      
        Whirr, whirr.
      
    

    
      However, my mana core was thrashing like crazy inside me. The yin-attribute mana was reacting particularly fiercely.
    

    
      “How unexpected. I didn’t think you would have darkness mana like me. Oho, that’s something I never expected.”
    

    
      He wasn’t at the 8th Circle for show. A simple look was all it took for him to analyze the mana composition that no one on the Kallian Continent had known about.
    

    
      
        Drip.
      
    

    
      I felt a cold line of sweat run down my back. Ever since I came to the Kallian Continent by dimensional teleportation, there had never been a moment as dangerous as now. A variable I hadn’t predicted was now a knife aiming straight for my heart.
    

    
      “Master, where are you? Dangerous guys are flying over.”
    

    
      ‘Ngh!’
    

    
      Standing before a foe stronger than me made my heart and mind recoil in fear. Because I had ascended to the 7th Circle, I knew just how incredible and terrifying 8th Circle magic was. And while I was frozen, the beastman Hasifor’s voice sounded in my ear.
    

    
      ‘Bebeto’s in danger.’
    

    
      Not just the beastmen, but my loyal Bebeto waiting for me in the sky was in danger. The screams outside had quieted to near silence.
    

    
      ‘I have to get out of here.’
    

    
      Altakas had so many forces hidden away in this Imperial Palace that he could afford to be this relaxed even though he hadn’t anticipated my attack. Not only was I in great danger, but so was everyone else.
    

    
      “Haha, Altakas. I’ve heard your name ad nauseam. I heard the rumor that you were defeated 200 years ago in Haildrian and fled, but I didn’t think I’d meet you here. Hahaha.”
    

    
      Didn’t someone say that even if you went into a tiger’s den, as long as you had the composure to call the emergency line, you could survive? I attempted a psychological jab, keeping my voice relaxed.
    

    
      “...I didn’t think any humans here would know me. It’s already been 200 years, but there are still people who remember. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      ‘Huh? He’s not getting mad?’
    

    
      I wanted to slip away while he had his guard down, but Altakas simply gave a cold laugh. It was worrisome.
    

    
      “Master, the bastards are coming in a swarm. There’s nowhere to run.”
    

    
      
        Guooooooooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      I’d never heard the beastmen sound so panicked. Bebeto’s cry of irritation rang throughout the palace grounds.
    

    
      ‘I can’t draw this out any further.’
    

    
      The beastmen were all 6th Circle magic swordsmen. But even they were struggling with the situation outside. This was a crisis.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Without any warning, I switched modes and fired off my secret move, Ghost Meteor, at Altakas. Nine blade swords shot across the Emperor’s large bedroom towards him like bolts of lightning.
    

    
      ‘Now!’
    

    
      My surprise attack was successful, but I had zero confidence in victory. I whirled around and flung myself towards the right window.
    

    
      
        Bababababaaam!
      
    

    
      The moment I did so, the sounds of sharp explosions rang in my ears.
    

    
      “Hahahaha, hahahahahaha!”
    

    
      I was breaking the window and jumping out, when I heard Altakas’ guffaw of enjoyment behind me.
    

    
      ‘Dammit!’
    

    
      I was sure that he had blocked my blade swords with Auto Shield magic. I cursed inwardly. Even I wasn’t capable of casting Auto Shield yet.
    

    
      The feeling of running away like a coward was terrible.
      

    

    
      “Sir Mage, thank you. I truly don’t know how to repay your favor…”
    

    
      The official road heading to the Royal Capital of the Pakinch Kingdom was littered with a good hundred Orc Warrior roasts. They had jumped out of the dense forests on either side of the road, attacking the travelers, but all of them had been cooked alive. Wilhelm, the merchant group boss who had been traveling with around ten mercenaries, was now bowing repeatedly to an elderly man who gave off the impression of being an archmage.
    

    
      “Then repay me with money.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      For a split second, Wilhelm’s face full of sincere gratitude stiffened. Because of the plagues spreading around, most merchant groups were struggling. Some places completely forbade outsider entry, so many of their important trade lines had disappeared. However, Wilhelm couldn’t stay idle, so he went to a close friend of his and got salt produced in Nerman, one of the few products still being distributed. But even before he could start selling the salt, a horde of orcs came out of nowhere. Due to the plague, orc subjugations and other military activities to maintain public order were canceled, so monster attacks were frequent these days.
    

    
      And Wilhelm was the unlucky target of those orcs. When he was surrounded by the hunger-mad orcs and on the verge of death, a massive fireball suddenly hurtled over and turned the orcs into one big bonfire.
    

    
      ‘As if I had that kind of money…’
    

    
      The mage in front of him answered his heartfelt thanks with a blithe demand for money. He was giving off an air of dignity, making him look like the legendary Tower Masters, but his actions were the epitome of pettiness.
    

    
      “Um, that’s…”
    

    
      “What, you’ve got no money? Then make up for it with your body, at least.”
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      The white-bearded elderly mage seemed to have seen through Wilhelm’s soul. Wilhelm felt his vision darken at the mage’s words. From his ease in finishing off the orcs, he had to be a 5th Circle mage at least. If the mage told him to die, he would have no choice but to die.
    

    
      “I beg you, please spare us. We will do anything.”
    

    
      “Sir Mage, please spare us.”
    

    
      When Wilhelm immediately fell to his knees and begged for his life, the mercenaries who had been watching anxiously from the side followed suit, throwing their pride far away. Anyone with half a thought knew that a whimsical upper-circle mage was more terrifying than any orc.
    

    
      “How far are you guys going?”
    

    
      As Wilhelm and the mercenaries prostrated themselves, they heard the mage’s quiet query.
    

    
      “W-We are going to the Royal Capital.”
    

    
      “That so? There should be lots to eat in the Royal Capital.”
    

    
      The elderly mage demanded that they travel together until they reached the Royal Capital. Even under the baking rays of the sun, he wasn’t sweating a single drop. He smacked his lips in anticipation.
    

    
      “But what are these goods you’ve got here? I can smell the ocean from them.”
    

    
      ‘He’s got a dog’s nose!’
    

    
      The merchant leader, Wilhelm, was able to see once again that the elderly mage in front of him was a man of extraordinary ability.
    

    
      “It is salt produced in Nerman. It was mass produced in the one and only ‘salt farm’ on the Continent.”
    

    
      “A salt farm? There’s a salt farm here?” said the old mage in shock.
    

    
      “Yes, it’s said that it was developed by the lord there, and they’re built using a material that doesn’t exist elsewhere. It was called cement or something like that.”
    

    
      “Cement? Woah, how is it that a word like cement is being used in the Kallian Continent?”
    

    
      “We’re not too sure either. However, it’s said that the Lord of Nerman can do such things because he is an upper-circle magic swordsman…”
    

    
      “Upper-circle magic swordsman?”
    

    
      “Yes. But everyone on the Continent knows this...”
    

    
      Did this elder come out of closed-door magic training deep in the mountains or something? He didn’t even know about the Lord of Nerman who was so famous on the Continent.
    

    
      “What is that lord’s name?” asked the elder with urgency.
    

    
      “K-Kyre. He is called Kyre de Nerman.”
    

    
      “K-Kyre! D-Does he happen to have black hair? And is he a little taller than me?”
    

    
      The excited elderly mage asked about Kyre’s distinguishing features, common knowledge for everyone on the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      “Yes, that’s correct. The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, possesses unique black ha—”
    

    
      “PUHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      The old mage burst out in uproarious laughter before Wilhelm could even finish.
    

    
      “Kang Hyuk! You’re still kicking, I see! And you even nabbed yourself a territory. Hahahahahaha!”
    

    
      The old mage shook with laughter that came from his belly, his long beard swaying. And then, his laughter stopped as suddenly as it had come.
    

    
      “But how come you’re telling me such an important fact only now?”
    

    
      “What? P-Pardon?”
    

    
      The elderly mage suddenly found fault with him.
    

    
      “If you bastards had told me that earlier, my mood would’ve been better way earlier!”
    

    
      What was with this unheard of, upside-down logic? Wilhelm’s anger reached breaking point, but he suppressed it with difficulty. From the looks of him, this elderly mage was definitely crazy. He didn’t want to become like the orcs lying lifeless next to him.
    

    
      “I apologize for committing a grave sin.”
    

    
      “Spill it.”
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      This mage definitely had a nasty habit of saying things with zero context. Out of nowhere, he told Wilhelm to “spill it”.
    

    
      “Erm, if you are asking me to talk about the Lord of Nerman, Kyre…”
    

    
      His merchant group was small, but he’d been a merchant for decades. Wilhelm, who had survived all this time by relying on his quick wits, bent backwards to explain everything about the Lord of Nerman, adding embellishment as needed.
    

    
      And when he said that Nerman had a might that could pressure empires and had recently constructed an enormous castle that didn’t fall short of any imperial castles, Wilhelm saw a glint shine in the old man’s eyes.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘It’s dangerous!’
    

    
      After breaking the window and jumping outside, I fell straight to the ground, unable to cast Fly because of the piercing magic aura I could feel behind me. Then, I quickly looked up into the sky.
    

    
      
        Claaaaaaang!
      
    

    
      The Shield spells on the wyvern armor of the beastmen’s wyverns were being triggered again and again by black spears. Their situation was obviously perilous. They were maintaining a defensive formation, as if to protect Bebeto, who was in stationary flight higher above them.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiing!
      
    

    
      “Son of a bitch!”
    

    
      In the short time while I was looking at the sky, Imperial Knigh— no, Death Knights I could feel no lifeforce from, had surrounded me in every direction. I cursed at the bastards who were charging towards me, swinging Dark Blades with infuriating calm.
    

    
      
        Slice!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Fueled by my rage, my sword lit up with a bright blue glow and cut straight through one of the Death Knights running my way.
    

    
      
        Sizzle.
      
    

    
      Instead of blood, black smoke emerged from the cut. And without dying from the cut that had bisected it, the knight continued to flail on the ground. It was like a scene from a horror movie.
    

    
      Despite their comrade’s gruesome end, the Death Knights stared at me through their visors with their murderous crimson eyes. They ran towards me without hesitation.
    

    
      ‘These fucking bastards.’
    

    
      I could now understand why the Tsarina of Haildrian was so terrified of Altakas. He was crazy enough to turn all of the Imperial Knights and Skyknights guarding the Laviter Empire’s Imperial City into Death Knights. He wasn’t human. Compared to Altakas, Master Bumdalf was like a gentle-mannered elite from Korea’s top university.
    

    
      
        Sliiiiiice.
      
    

    
      That Alpacas guy had to be watching me right now. I swung my sword swiftly as I read the situation.
    

    
      ‘No matter what methods I need employ, I need to escape’
    

    
      That much was clear. It wasn’t just a matter of my life and death. For the sake of the Continent, I had to escape.
    

    
      “Kuuuuuuuuu.”
    

    
      “Kikikikikikiki.”
    

    
      These Death Knights didn’t have anything close to human rationality. They were trying to rip me apart from limb to limb like zombies from the movies.
    

    
      “Rune Flare!”
    

    
      I cast a 5th Circle flame spell, which I could do without memorizing.
    

    
      
        Flash.
      
    

    
      As if realizing my urgency, the mana in the air gathered quickly and spread out in a 20-meter large sphere of flame.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-ba-ba-bam. Fwoooooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Dozens of Death Knights were struck down by the fierce magic sphere.
    

    
      ‘I have to use Blink.’
    

    
      If I tried to go through the battlefield that was the sky with Fly, I would meet a miserable death. I prepared to use Blink, aiming for the faraway sky where Bebeto was flying.
    

    
      
        Schwing.
      
    

    
      “Gah!”
    

    
      The moment I was about to cast Blink, at least ten swords came piercing towards me from within the flames.
    

    
      ‘What the hell is with these shits?!’
    

    
      Surprisingly, even as they burned in the 5th Circle magic, the Death Knights did not halt their onslaught. They continued to attack as skeletons, their flesh having melted away to bare bone. Their doggedness was truly terrifying. I could see why Death Knights were called “Cursed Knights of Death” now.
    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      Suddenly, I felt a chill from above my head. The warning signals blaring off in my head stilled my hand from shattering the roasted Death Knights.
    

    
      “B-Blink!”
    

    
      In my alarm, I unconsciously cast the Blink spell I had been preparing.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Blink would teleport the caster to the point they were looking at. In my panic, I ended up looking at a point above the inner castle walls rather than Bebeto’s location.
    

    
      
        CRAAAAAAAAAAAASH! FWOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOSH.
      
    

    
      ‘Oh my god…’
    

    
      The 7th Circle fire spell Magic Flare crashed down at the spot I had just been with a force incomparably greater than the Rune Flare I cast earlier, leaving an enormous circle of lava on the ground.
    

    
      ‘I-It wasn’t Altakas.’
    

    
      The spell that had just gone off wasn’t filled with the imprint of black magic. My head swiveled, looking urgently for the new, powerful enemy that had appeared.
    

    
      ‘Upper-circle mages… It can’t be, are those guys the Tower Masters?’
    

    
      Three mages were floating lightly in the air with Fly. Wearing tattered robes, they began flying towards me.
    

    
      ‘Dammit…’
    

    
      I felt my heart squeeze. Altakas had turned the Tower Masters into half-liches, and not just one or two of them.
    

    
      ‘You happy, Altakas? You fucking dogshit bastard.’
    

    
      He was watching from somewhere.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Bebeto’s cry of rage rang loud and clear in my ears.
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      “Kukuku…”
    

    
      Altakas burst out in the first truly delighted laugh he’d had in a while. The Lord of Nerman’s outstanding skills did indeed live up to the rumors. His swordsmanship was capable of killing Death Knights in one swing, he had a wide variety of spells at his disposal, and his ability to adapt to new circumstances was once again surprising.
    

    
      “No matter how much you hop around, you can’t escape from here. Just like those guys.”
    

    
      Everyone else had already fled, but five Gold Wyverns were still fighting to the very end in the sky. He had heard that there were Skyknights skilled in magic other than Kyre in Nerman. It had to be those guys.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaa.
      
    

    
      Even without a communicator, the Death Knights had a mental connection with Altakas. Of his subordinates, the Death Skyknights had Kyre’s men surrounded and were unleashing intense fire on them. A few spears had lodged their shafts in the black hybrid wyvern that was just as famous as Kyre. Any other wyvern would have crashed to the ground already, but the hybrid wyvern was still screaming in rage as it flew. Altakas thought with satisfaction that it would be a perfect mount for him once he turned it into a Death Wyvern.
    

    
      “Kyre, I will also do you the honor of turning you into a Death Knight. A Death Knight so strong that no one other than me can stand up to you. Kuhahahahaha!”
    

    
      Altakas stood on top of the highest palace steeple and oversaw everything. He watched Kyre, who was exchanging spells with the Tower Masters he had turned into liches.
    

    
      And then, he flew towards Kyre, his mantle fluttering behind him.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “M-Mana Shield!”
    

    
      
        Cla-claaaaaaaaaang. P-p-p-p-p-p-ping!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      I couldn’t catch a break. The moment I thought I got away from the Death Knights, the Tower Masters showed up and rained down attacks on me. I didn’t know what kind of black magic had made them this way, but they were firing upper-circle spells at me like machines. Even now, they had me locked down with Lightning Rain, Flame Cannon, and the 7th Circle Ragna Blast.
    

    
      I couldn’t even run away. The Tower Masters were using mana in an extreme manner, so all the naturally-formed mana in the surrounding area was oscillating irregularly, preventing the use of  Blink or any of the other warp-style spells.
    

    
      And so, our spellcasting confrontation continued. I blocked several attacks in a row using only pure mana.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooo…
      
    

    
      ‘Bebeto…’
    

    
      They were truly vicious and underhanded bastards. The Death Skyknights were attacking the beastmen and Bebeto, who could not abandon me and leave, like they were cats toying with mice. My heart thumped like it was going to explode. Since the day I dragged Bebeto out of his hangar in Kirphone Covert, I never thought for a second that a day like this would come.
    

    
      Bebeto’s cries were full of pain and rage. He was looking for me. He was telling me to hurry and get on his back and crush all these unpleasant nuisances.
    

    
      “Hurry and run! Take Bebeto and run!”
    

    
      I had given the command to Hasifor and the beastmen several times already.
    

    
      “Master… we cannot.”
    

    
      And yet, their response was the same. They couldn’t leave me.
    

    
      ‘You idiots…’
    

    
      Their mana already depleted, the beastmen and their wyverns were taking one injury after another from the incoming spears. It was the first time in my life that I realized how powerless I was. The people of my paradise, people I needed to protect with my very life, were dying right now.
    

    
      They were dying an absolutely meaningless, terrible death.
    

    
      “Kukuku. Give up already. If you do so, I will give you and your subordinates a painless death.”
    

    
      Altakas had appeared 50 meters ahead of me in the sky.
    

    
      ‘You son of a bitch!’
    

    
      My rage found a target in Altakas, the abomination who brought a storm of death upon this land, throwing aside the laws of destiny prescribed by the gods.
    

    
      I raised my sword, pointing it at Altakas’ heart.
    

    
      “Huhu, Altakas. If you’ve got the confidence, let’s have a duel.”
    

    
      “Confidence? Puhahahaha!”
    

    
      He guffawed in delight at my provocation.
    

    
      “Shut the fuck up. Why laugh like you’re all that when your body isn’t even yours, you inbred son of an orc.”
    

    
      “Kukuku… Looks like you don’t want an easy death.”
    

    
      Murderous intent gushed out of Altakas, as if the 200 years he spent in the shadows had left a scar on him.
    

    
      “If you call yourself a magic swordsman, come down and fight not with magic, but your sword.”
    

    
      I had zero confidence in winning with magic. The gap between the 5th and 6th Circle was still barely surmountable. I was able to gain enlightenment to go to the 6th Circle to the 7th by resolving myself to die and fighting with everything I had. But the 7th and 8th Circle were completely different levels, like a firefly’s glow vs. a seaside lighthouse. That was why I incited his desire for victory with the sword.
    

    
      “An easy matter. Allow me to teach you why I am an 8th Circle black magic swordsman.”
    

    
      As he spoke, Altakas extended his hand in the air. At that moment, a sword made of black materia appeared in his hand like a magic trick.
    

    
      ‘Pocket dimension…’
    

    
      Only a mage of the 7th Circle and up could make a pocket dimension. I could also make one, but I couldn’t open it with such ease.
    

    
      “This is a sword made of black dragon bone.”
    

    
      The sword made of black dragon bone gave off the same oppressive force as the Staff of Despair said to be made by Tarkania. It was a little larger than a longsword and a little smaller than a greatsword. The moment Altakas’ hand gripped it, an enormous amount of mana whirled around it.
    

    
      ‘G-Grand Blade Master.’
    

    
      I had expected it, but the Dark Blade imbued in his sword matched my level. No, it was at an even higher level than me. The blade was burning pitch-black, as if it could suck in all the world’s light.
    

    
      ‘I have to settle things in one hit.’
    

    
      For this one-on-one gamble, I drew out all of the mana dwelling in my mana core.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaaash.
      
    

    
      My sword was enveloped by clear mana swaying with blue light.
    

    
      “Kuhahahahaha. Good! Very good!” rejoiced Altakas, like a crazy bastard.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      I kicked off forcefully.
    

    
      “Kuhahahahaha!”
    

    
      Still laughing, Altakas’ sword moved to meet mine.
    

    
      ‘...!’
    

    
      Even before our swords clashed, my heart and body were overwhelmed by death energy.
    

    
      ‘H-He’s strong…’
    

    
      It suddenly occurred to me that I might be doing something as reckless as trying to crack a boulder with an egg.
    

    
      The Aura Blade on my sword collided with the Dark Blade on his, causing a light hissing noise.
    

    
      And then, with a pop, the collision between forces transcended time and space.
    

    
      
        CRAAAAASH!
      
    

    
      A huge wave of energy burst out, and it felt like a thousand bells were tolling in my head.
    

    
      “Gugh…!”
    

    
      My lips parted on their own. The powerful impact knocked my airplate helmet, which had lost mana supply, off my head.
    

    
      And then, red blood fountained out of my parted mouth.
    

    
      “Kuhahahahahaha!”
    

    
      The bastard’s crazy laughter never stopped.
    

    
      “M-Master!!!!”
    

    
      He must have been watching me, because Hasifor’s cry of rage buzzed behind me from the helmet on the ground.
    

    
      ‘D-Dammit.’
    

    
      A single curse echoed in the chaotic mess that my mind had become.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      It was then that I felt the remaining mana in my body being sucked out.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Altakas’ laughter halted, turning into a short cry.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      Through my closing eyes, I saw Bebeto flying towards me.
    

    
      ‘...’
    

    
      The last thing I saw was a woman.
    

    
      She appeared donning sacred silver armor, her long, silver hair fluttering in the wind.
    

    
      The archspirit of wind, Sylphiria.
    

    
      My eyes closed. And then, the darkness took me, painting the entire world black.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Altakas fiercely attacked Kyre, who was running in without a hint of fear. Despite being a 7th Circle magic swordsman, Kyre looked to have as much mana as an 8th Circle mage. Inwardly, Altakas was shocked, but he didn’t let down his guard and proceeded to beat down Kyre, going as far as to imbue his attack with darkness aura. Just as he expected, Kyre buckled under the darkness aura and was losing consciousness. Right as Altakas was about to draw out all the blood from Kyre’s heart and turn him into a Death Knight, the archspirit of wind, Sylphiria, appeared.
    

    
      As far as Altakas could remember, archspirits had only appeared in the human world a handful of times. Wearing spirit armor that gave off a silver gleam that mithril armor could not even compare to, Sylphiria was looking at Altakas with indifferent eyes. In her arms, lay the unconscious Kyre.
    

    
      “H-How can an archspirit…”
    

    
      “Your foul stench has spread all the way to the Spirit Realm.”
    

    
      “Do you wish to defy the dimensional order created by the Great God?” yelled Altakas in anger, sensing that his plans were going awry. “You may be an archspirit, but you cannot come out without a contractor’s summons!”
    

    
      The current situation could not be explained, not even with his wealth of knowledge. He knew the man named Kyre was a high summoner, but he didn’t think he would have a connection to an archspirit. In addition, Sylphiria, who had opened the Spirit Realm Gate on her own without being summoned, was an existence that even the 8th Circle Altakas would find difficult to face.
    

    
      “Kyre is my contractor. An archspirit is permitted the freedom to make their own judgements. Your words hold no ground.” responded Sylphiria frostily.
    

    
      “C-Contractor? Him…?”
    

    
      Altakas looked at the bleeding Kyre, who was as limp as a corpse in Sylphiria’s arms. He felt a chill run down his spine. If he didn’t end this man here, just how much would he grow the next time he appeared? He had to kill Kyre now, without fail.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. A spirit whose contractor is unable to use mana is hardly an issue anyway.’
    

    
      “Master!!!!!”
    

    
      When Kyre fainted, five Gold Wyverns flew fiercely to the ground.
    

    
      “Kill them!” he barked, his mind cold and calm.
    

    
      
        Schwip schwip schwip schwip.
      
    

    
      The Death Skyknights reacted to Altakas’ will, hurling the Blessed Spears in their hands at the beastmen.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-ba-bam.
      
    

    
      They had been surrounded and couldn’t even run. A hundred spears plunged into the bodies of the beastmen and their wyverns as they plunged headlong to the ground.
    

    
      Without even a cry, the five wyverns crashed to the ground, the impact shaking the ground. The beastmen riding them collapsed lifelessly onto their wyverns, skewered by three or four spears apiece.
    

    
      They bravely met their end, not abandoning their master in an act of absolute loyalty. And yet, not a single person was there to acknowledge their final moments. Even Sylphiria merely cast them a single glance as they died.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      After the beastmen fell, the black hybrid wyvern who was roaring as he followed them was next. A wyvern without a Skyknight was no different from a wild wyvern. With five spears sticking out of his body, Bebeto flew desperately to his master for one last futile struggle. Even if he died, he wanted to die with his master.
    

    
      “Huhuhu. I’ll send you all off together.”
    

    
      Sylphiria’s unexpected appearance had angered Altakas. He whipped his hand up at Bebeto.
    

    
      “Dark Flare Spear!”
    

    
      Dark Flare Spear was one of the 7th Circle black magic spells. At Altakas’ incantation, a 5 meter long spear of death dressed in black flames whizzed off towards Bebeto’s heart.
    

    
      
        Claaaaaang!
      
    

    
      However, that was just Altakas’ vain hope. The Dark Flare Spear flying towards Bebeto crashed into an Air Shield that suddenly appeared, shattering into a firework.
    

    
      “You…”
    

    
      At the unexpected interference, Altakas glared at Sylphiria.
    

    
      “My contractor has shared his soul with that wyvern.”
    

    
      
        Guooo, guoooo.
      
    

    
      Bleeding continuously from the spears that had penetrated his wyvern armor and had lodged themselves in his body, Bebeto flew to Sylphiria’s side as she floated in the air. His sad cries seemed to be calling his master.
    

    
      “A mere spirit dares…”
    

    
      Well and fully enraged, Altakas activated the darkness mana filling his mana core.
    

    
      
        Fwooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      The cold darkness mana filling the Imperial City gathered at his call.
    

    
      Even so, he could not pierce the Air Shield made by Sylphiria.
    

    
      “Wait. Soon, my contractor will guide you to God’s embrace…”
    

    
      “What are you saying! Drop him! Blaze Death Storm!”
    

    
      Raging at Sylphiria’s words, Altakas unleashed an 8th Circle black magic spell.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      At that moment, Sylphiria disappeared from the air, along with Kyre and his wyvern.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooosh. CRAAAAAAAAAAAAASH!
      
    

    
      Having lost its target, the 8th Circle spell cut through the air and crashed into a massive palace.
    

    
      
        Fwooooooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Under the sudden onslaught of an 8th Circle spell, the palace began to melt down. Despite being a massive palace seven stories high, a single spell made it melt like a candle.
    

    
      “GUAAAAAAAAAAAGHHHHHH…..!” His frustration reaching a peak, Altakas screamed. “KILL THEM! KILL ALL THOSE WHO LIVE IN THE CITY!!!”
    

    
      And from his mouth, came a terrible order.
    

    
      
        Kerchunk kerchunk kerchunk kerchunk. Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.
      
    

    
      The Death Knights and Hell Soldiers mentally linked to Altakas opened the gates of the inner castle and advanced upon the regular citizens living in the Imperial Capital.
    

    
      “KYAAAAAAAAK!!”
    

    
      “AHHHH!”
    

    
      “Th-The devil has come!”
    

    
      “Where is the Capital Guard?!”
    

    
      For a while, the city echoed with miserable screams. The Imperial Capital of the Laviter Empire, a city with a storied history, turned into hell. All because the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas, was enraged… 
      

    

    
      The storm that started in the Laviter Empire struck the Continent.
    

    
      The Dark Empire announced its existence. The former Emperor of the Laviter Empire, Hadveria, cast away the Laviter Empire name and announced the Dark Empire to all nations.
    

    
      The new empire also informed all who lived on the Kallian Continent that if they did not submit to the Dark Empire, any who resisted would be put to death.
    

    
      At first, no one believed it. But the people who escaped the Laviter Imperial Capital through the sewer system revealed a shocking fact. The one million people living in the city were all killed in a single night, in an indiscriminate massacre carried out by Death Knights and Hell Soldiers.
    

    
      The more shocking news was that Emperor Hadveria was a black mage, and the Shining Magic Tower, a black magic organization, and even the Temple of the Evil God, Kerma, had announced their alliance with the Dark Empire.
    

    
      On top of that, there was another rumor spreading more speculatively—that the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, had taken a group of wyverns to attack the Imperial Palace and had perished.
    

    
      Everyone trembled in fear.
    

    
      The resurrection of the terrible Death Knights of legend, an indiscriminate, large-scale massacre, and the appearance of black mages and priests of the Evil God Kerma.
    

    
      They didn’t want to believe those things could truly exist, but they had to.
    

    
      Because the one million people who used to live in the Laviter Imperial Capital were proof of such.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Gugh!”
    

    
      My heart was on fire. My eyes flew open at the vivid pain of a sharp, cold sword appearing out of the darkness to slide into my heart.
    

    
      “Hah, hah…”
    

    
      My whole body was heavy, like I was being crushed by a boulder, and I was sticky with sweat.
    

    
      “Th-This is…”
    

    
      My memories returned to me bit by bit, like a film reel continuing to play. I was unable to take a single strike from the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas. I closed my eyes to oppressive darkness, but when I opened them again, I found myself in a strange and fascinating place. 
    

    
      The first things I saw were two suns, one large and one small. Like twins, both suns were shining down their warm rays in the sky, positioned a little ways apart from one another. The second thing I noticed was the air. The air on the Kallian Continent was clear, but the air I was breathing now seemed to lack a single mote of impurity. I filled my lungs with it, the suffocating pressure I felt from my nightmare dissipating with each breath.
    

    
      That wasn’t all. They were simple in appearance, but small flowers I didn’t know the names of were blossoming all around me, and birds were covering the area where I was laying. The air was suffused with a wondrous fragrance.
    

    
      “Haa…”
    

    
      I took a deep breath. Here, the pain, sadness, and rage in my heart felt entirely meaningless. I closed my eyes and breathed in the energy of this land pulsing with vitality.
    

    
      “You’ve awakened.”
    

    
      My ears heard a quiet woman’s voice. 
    

    
      
        Shaaaaaaaa.
      
    

    
      Her silver hair gleamed in the sunlight, scattering gently in the light breeze and casting a shadow next to me.
    

    
      “Sylphiria…”
    

    
      You could easily call this place heaven. No honeyed phrase other than “she’s beautiful” could describe this goddess next to me. The archspirit Sylphiria was gazing at me, the blinding sun framing her.
    

    
      “It’s a beautiful place, isn’t it.”
    

    
      Instead of her silver armor, she was wearing a dress that glinted with a blinding silver radiance every time it moved.
    

    
      “Where is this place? Does a place like this exist on the Kallian Continent?”
    

    
      I knew my fair share about the Kallian Continent, but I’d never heard of a place with two suns.
    

    
      “This is the Dimensional Valley, where the Spirit Realm and Middle Realm overlap. One of the suns you see over there is the sun of the Middle Realm, while the other is the sun of the Spirit Realm.”
    

    
      “Th-The Dimensional Valley…”
    

    
      Such a place didn’t exist even in Master’s wide wealth of knowledge.
    

    
      “It is a place humans have never been permitted to enter… Until now.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      I couldn’t help but exclaim in wonder at Sylphiria’s words. No wonder the pure mana I was breathing felt so unfamiliar.
    

    
      “Do you remember what you said to me when we first met?”
    

    
      “What did I say?”
    

    
      All other things aside, Sylphiria’s way of speech had clearly changed. Before, she had spoken with a stiff, knightly manner, but for whatever reason, she now gave off the impression of a courteous, noble-bred woman.
    

    
      “You asked if I wasn’t curious about the Middle Realm, about the dynamic life humans were living. You tempted me with those words.”
    

    
      “Right, I remember now.”
    

    
      They were just things I had said to make a contract with Sylphiria, who appeared out of the blue. Her words brought back that scene in my mind.
    

    
      “I was truly curious. From the moment I was born, I was destined to become an archspirit, and I lived thousands of years in the Spirit Realm. The peaceful Spirit Realm, where nothing happens day after day. I thought that this quiet peace granted to us by the blessing of the Great God, this tranquility that does not exist in the Middle Realm, Demon Realm, or even the Heavenly Realm, was all there was to the world. But I wondered about the happiness the contracted spirits showed when they returned to the Spirit Realm after being summoned by their Middle Realm summoners. From what I heard, the Middle Realm was essentially a hell because of the greed of all beings, but I wanted to know why those spirits were so happy whenever they returned from a summoning.”
    

    
      The two suns in the sky were shining brightly, but it wasn’t hot or uncomfortable. Sylphiria’s gentle voice swayed into my ears like a ballad.
    

    
      “And then, you appeared.”
    

    
      I could guess what she wanted to say next. Sylphiria had taken my ridiculous bait of her own accord.
    

    
      “Thank you for everything.” She suddenly thanked me. “I apologize, but I have been privy to everything you have seen, heard, and tasted all this time.”
    

    
      A gasp escaped me at those words, which couldn’t be explained in any way with my common sense. No summoner, even ones with incredibly close connections with their spirits, had said anything about sharing one’s senses with a spirit during everyday life.
    

    
      “The other spirits do not feel it as directly as I do, but they also share a certain degree of their summoner’s feelings. That connection is stronger the higher in rank the spirit is.”
    

    
      “I see…”
    

    
      It was news to me. I could see now why the first condition for summoning a spirit wasn’t mana, but spirit affinity.
    

    
      “And that… dynamism you mentioned? From the happiness imparted from such dynamic emotions, I was able to spend countless days feeling the emotion called joy.”
    

    
      At Sylphiria’s words, I looked back at the emotions I had felt in the last year. I had a black heart that would make me hang my head low in shame if anyone were to find out about it, but Sylphiria had shared even those emotions. And yet… it didn’t feel foreign, nor did it feel bad. She quietly stated she had been sharing my senses, but I hadn’t felt her at all. Hearing that she had been able to enjoy a joyful time through me without causing any interference to me made a part of my heart warm up.
    

    
      “It is a shame. The fact that I can no longer experience the diverse sensations you showed me ever again is something I would like to express as sadness.”
    

    
      “What do you mean by that…?”
    

    
      “In order to save you, I defied the law of the Covenant all spirits are bound to. I may be a spirit of wind and a guardian knight serving Lady Minerva, but I must receive the punishment for violating the Covenant that even the Spirit Kings cannot defy. The moment I leave this Dimensional Valley… I will never be able to have a connection with you or any other being of the Middle Realm.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Sylphiria had gone so far as to defy the Covenant to save me. I was both thankful and sorry. We made a contract, but I was never able to summon her to the Middle Realm myself. Even so, I was truly thankful for her feelings in saving my life. In light of the nature of spirits, who were unable to lie and hated defying the rules of the Spirit Realm more than death, her act was truly extraordinary.
    

    
      “The injuries you accrued have all been healed. When you leave the Dimensional Valley, your wyvern, Bebeto, will appear.”
    

    
      ‘Bebeto… is alive!’
    

    
      I was already grateful that she had defied the Covenant to save my life alone, but she had even saved Bebeto.
    

    
      “May I ask about the beastmen who were with me…?”
    

    
      Though I was grateful and apologetic, I couldn’t help but ask about the beastmen.
    

    
      “They have returned to God’s embrace.”
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      I closed my eyes, my heart stinging in pain. She might be an archspirit, but saving the beastmen in that situation would have definitely been too much to handle.
    

    
      “Do not anguish. All existences eventually return to God’s embrace. There is neither true birth nor true death. That is the natural law of existence that you and all other humans are unable to realize.”
    

    
      Sylphiria knew much more about the laws of existence than I did. And yet, I could not stop my heart from grieving. The beastmen called me their master and carried out my every order faithfully. The thought that I could never see them again sent me walking the path of sadness.
    

    
      Though I tried to hold back, hot tears ran down my cheeks.
    

    
      ‘Altakas…’
    

    
      Clenching my fist, I stowed my rage towards Altakas deep in my heart. With these tears, I vowed that on the day we met again, I would throw him into a sea of pain where he could not die without my permission.
    

    
      “The time has come for you to return.”
    

    
      As she spoke, her voice became wet with emotion. Although she wasn’t a human, because she had shared my experiences with me, she was influenced by the emotions of human nature.
    

    
      “I will never forget that you saved me.”
    

    
      There was nothing else I could say. She had violated the law of the Covenant to save me. I could only hope that one day I could repay her.
    

    
      “Kyre…” called Sylphiria quietly.
    

    
      “...Yes?”
    

    
      “Please… hug me once.”
    

    
      I looked at her, puzzled by her sudden request.
    

    
      “I want to feel it. The feelings of the women who felt happiness in your embrace… I, too, would like to feel that.”
    

    
      ‘Ah…’
    

    
      I held back an exclamation. A spirit was asking me to hug her. And it was the archspirit Sylphiria, whose transparent beauty could not be matched in a thousand years by any other.
    

    
      I silently opened my arms. Then, she quietly stepped into my embrace headfirst, her eyes full of anticipation.
    

    
      ‘The smell of the wind…’
    

    
      The refreshing taste of wind that only those who loved the sky could experience came from her hair, no, her entire body.
    

    
      I unconsciously found myself putting a hand onto Sylphiria’s face, cupping it gently. Then, I paid the price I owed to her for making her break such a rule with a kiss.
    

    
      

    

    
      
        PR/N: nah, that ain’t enough u player. Not at all. She better come back.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Mmmm…”
    

    
      Her face reddening like a normal woman, Sylphiria breathed a long moan into my hot lips.
    

    
      Her two smooth arms wrapped around my neck. And my soul, which sought comfort from someone for the deep sadness it felt, passionately devoured her lips like a young lamb seeking its mother’s teat.
    

    
      In this moment, where a ‘next time’ might never come again, I threw myself fully into leaving my mark on her soul…
    

    
      So that even if I were reborn, I would remember her.
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 197: Another New Beginning
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “M-My liege!”
    

    
      “My liege!!!!”
    

    
      After parting with Sylphiria at the Dimensional Valley, I was teleported to the Middle Realm, and one moment later, Bebeto suddenly appeared next to me. The completely healed Bebeto went wild with happiness upon seeing me.
    

    
      Then, we flew back to Nerman, and we finally reached the Nerman Castle’s covert, a place I never thought I would be able to return to again.
    

    
      ‘Sylphiria…’
    

    
      My passionate kiss with Sylphiria was still vivid in my mind. The emotion in the eyes of my knights as they cried out and ran to me brought me back to reality.
    

    
      “I’m so relieved, my liege.” said Derval, greeting me ardently, as if he had been waiting on pins and needles for my return.
    

    
      “How long has it been since I left?”
    

    
      I had no idea how long I spent in the Dimensional Valley. It was already well known that the passage of time differed between the Spirit and Middle Realms.
    

    
      “It has been exactly half a month.”
    

    
      ‘Half a month?’
    

    
      Quite a bit more time passed than I expected. After departing from Nerman, it took me 5 days to travel to the Laviter Imperial Capital with the Kesmire Kingdom’s knights, so I had spent about 10 days of time in the Dimensional Valley.
    

    
      “Has something happened in the Laviter Empire?”
    

    
      I immediately jumped to the most important point, certain that Altakas wouldn’t sit around twiddling his thumbs after I left.
    

    
      “About that…” Derval’s face hardened. “I will tell you after we go inside. Terrible things are happening on the Continent.”
    

    
      Even if he didn’t say anything, I could feel it. Nerman’s knights and soldiers were all unusually tense. Altakas had definitely caused a mess.
    

    
      “Immediately announce an emergency order to all troops and convene the important knights.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Even if we clashed again, I had no confidence I could win. However, I couldn’t just wait around to be knocked down.
    

    
      ‘Altakas… just you wait… Arghhhh!’
    

    
      My heart raged with the desire to rip apart the heart of the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction who had killed my faithful beastmen subordinates.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “My liege… Where are Sir Hasifor and the other knights…?”
    

    
      Conscious of the uneasy atmosphere, Derval cautiously asked about Hasifor’s wellbeing while following me to the office.
    

    
      “They… they died.”
    

    
      Shocked, Derval drew in a sharp breath. He knew better than anyone what the relationship between me and the beastmen was like, so the news impacted him greatly.
    

    
      ‘Dammit…’
    

    
      When I thought about Hasifor and the others, anger surged within me, and tears threatened to fall. Even now, it felt like all I had to do was call them and they would come running with cries of “Master” on their lips. Just who was I to them that they didn’t run away for their lives? Instead, they suffered such a death like idiots…
    

    
      “I am sure they were happy.” Derval’s voice had grown tearful. “If I ever have an opportunity to die for you… I am also confident that I could die happy. You are someone who deserves that, and more.”
    

    
      Derval offered me words of comfort.
    

    
      “Don’t say something like that… If you die… I also need to die.”
    

    
      “My liege…”
    

    
      My heart felt like it was being ripped apart. Only now did I realize how painful saying goodbye was. Until now, no one I loved left me forever through death. But now, I knew what it was like. The death of those who were always as present as the oxygen in the air, who would come by my side if I called, if I wanted to see them, if I wanted to touch them… Now, I could feel with my heart why death was called the greatest farewell.
    

    
      I bit down hard on my lips. Rather than weep a single drop of tears, I should prepare to avenge them. That was the task before me now.
    

    
      “It seems the rumors were partly true.”
    

    
      “The rumors?”
    

    
      “Yes, there have been widespread rumors that you led Skyknights to attack the Laviter Imperial City and bravely fell in battle.”
    

    
      We’d caused such havoc at the Imperial City, so it was no wonder that there were rumors.
    

    
      “Tell me what you were referring to when you said ‘terrible’ earlier.”
    

    
      “...Black mages have appeared, and they have announced a Dark Empire.”
    

    
      ‘So he wants to openly wage war now, does he?’
    

    
      There were Kesmire Skyknights who survived and fled, so it was only a matter of time before the news would spread across the Continent anyway.
    

    
      “Also, one million or so of the people living in the Laviter Imperial City were killed.”
    

    
      “...!”
    

    
      The huge number was like cold water on my senses. One million was easy enough to say, but it was no small number. Throughout all of Nerman’s expansive land, we only had 500k citizens now, but twice that number of people had perished.
    

    
      ‘You goddamn fucking son of a bitch.’
    

    
      He had long since shed his humanity, treading the path of darkness. It was foolish to expect a human’s natural mercy from him.
    

    
      “It must have caused a mess.”
    

    
      “Yes. The Emperor who declared the Dark Empire said he would kill all who did not submit. I believe large-scale war will soon break out.”
    

    
      ‘He’ll really kill them.’
    

    
      I had met him personally. It was impossible to predict what he would do with the body he gained after being locked in the darkness for 200 years.
    

    
      ‘He’s a meticulous one. He knows how to bide his time and knows exactly what to do.’
    

    
      I didn’t know how long he’d played the Laviter Emperor before announcing the Dark Empire. Considering that he drew zero suspicion even while acting as the emperor of the nation, he was truly one impressive bastard. There were priests residing in the Imperial City, as well as many mages who could detect black magic, but he calmly continued to play Emperor. In order to impede a holy war from the temples, he successfully pulled off a chilling scheme to pick fault with the temples and kill the cardinals and high-ranking priests in one fell swoop. Adding to that, his skill in turning the Tower Masters and knights into soldiers of darkness showed he was a truly terrifying person.
    

    
      “Seeing as the Shining Magic Tower and the Temple of the Evil God Kerma, organizations that have operated in secret up until now, have joined in the declaration of the Dark Empire, I believe this has been in the works for a considerable amount of time.”
    

    
      The smart Derval realized that Altakas had planned this for a long time.
    

    
      “He is not the Emperor. His true name is the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas—an 8th Circle black magic swordsman who announced the Dark Empire in the Haildrian Empire 200 years ago but was ultimately made to flee.”
    

    
      “A-An 8th Circle black magic swordsman?!”
    

    
      Derval’s eyes grew as wide as saucers. Of course he was shocked. At the 7th Circle, I was powerful enough to be called invincible, so he had to know what the 8th Circle was like.
    

    
      “That is shocking. We knew he was a black mage, but not that he was an 8th Circle black magic swordsman…”
    

    
      “I very nearly died. In fact… I was unable to block a single sword from him.”
    

    
      “M-My liege…”
    

    
      Derval treated me almost like a god. When he heard how utterly and pathetically I was defeated, he was rendered speechless. Even now, thinking about that moment made me shiver.
    

    
      ‘The density of his mana, his range, and even his aura… In all aspects, I’m not his match.’
    

    
      My sword and mana could dominate the area around me at will, but his sword was on a different level. His single-minded aura was perfectly fixated on killing the opponent, and his mana was incredibly dense, showing that he had reached or even exceeded the Grand Blade Master level. All other technicalities, like swordsmanship skill, were rendered meaningless in the face of sheer power.
    

    
      Normally, once your sword reached a certain point in the speed and precision it could demonstrate in eliminating the opponent, any further improvements were minimal. The issue afterwards was the density and amount of mana imbued in one’s sword. Like how I jumped to Grand Master level the moment I ascended to the 7th Circle, the 8th Circle mana in his sword had showed me yet a new world, an insurmountable gap so enormous that I was unable to take a single hit.
    

    
      “When will the knights arrive?”
    

    
      “They should be heading over around now. An emergency alert was already active before you arrived, my liege, so everyone has been on constant standby.”
    

    
      Unlike other kingdoms or territories, my knights knew how to think for themselves and make their own decisions. Despite being an administrative knight, Derval had a particularly outstanding talent for strategy and military affairs.
    

    
      “But my liege, if Hadveria, no, the black magic swordsman named Altakas, is so strong, how should we set up a countermeasure? Up until now, Nerman has overcome its crises by depending almost entirely on your pivotal influence, but now…”
    

    
      Having quickly sounded out the situation, Derval asked me how we should defend.
    

    
      “That is my worry as well. If I could just ascend to the 8th Circle, it would be worth a shot, but rising to such a level is no easy matter.”
    

    
      “...Should we ask for support from the magic towers?”
    

    
      “The Tower Masters who disappeared have already been turned to half-liches by Altakas’ hand.”
    

    
      “Ah…!”
    

    
      Poor Derval was getting surprised a lot today.
    

    
      “I don’t think anyone can stop him. All of Laviter’s key knights have been turned into Death Knights, and even the wyverns have become Death Wyverns. Adding the soldiers and the demon beasts and monsters controlled by black magic…”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      At my explanation, Derval’s mouth parted into an “O” and he looked to be on the verge of passing out. However, I could not give him solace. This was the cold, hard reality. All we could do now was to find the best method to survive.
    

    
      ‘Regular knights are no match for Death Knights. For those already lifeless creatures, there is no such thing as death, only obliteration.’
    

    
      The same went for the Death Wyverns. They could fly without a care even after getting shot by multiple Blessed Spears. The advantages of our improved spears would have no effect. 
    

    
      “Nerman will be alright. As long as you are here, my liege, Nerman will never be wiped out by someone’s hand, no matter who.”
    

    
      Everything that I had explained about Altakas seemed to have gone into one ear and out the next, because Derval’s eyes of absolute trust were shining at me. I wished that were true. I didn’t want to lose anyone else I loved.
    

    
      ‘If only Master were here at a time like this.’
    

    
      Normally, I never even wanted to think about Master Bumdalf, but at this moment, the only person who could stop Altakas was my eccentric master.
    

    
      “Sigh…”
    

    
      But unfortunately, that was realistically impossible. Until I ascended to the 8th Circle and gained a clue about dimensional teleportation, returning to Earth was a pie in the sky. Moreover, it was highly unlikely that Master would abandon the pleasures of civilization to come here. 
    

    
      Of course, considering his flip-flopping mental state, there was a 1 in a 10 million chance that he would show up in front of me.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Hah… Hah… good grief, my old bones.”
    

    
      On the plains that made up the border between the Gaetz Principality and the Havis Kingdom, an old man wearing a peculiar mage robe that didn’t exist on the Continent and had a splendid white beard was sitting on the ground, catching his breath.
    

    
      “Dammit! To think I’d happen to forget the coordinates.”
    

    
      Before, such an occurrence would be unthinkable, but after living in another dimension for the past 100 years, the old mage had forgotten the coordinates. Actually, he sort of remembered them, but not the precise digits. And as someone who valued his body dearly, Aidal did not engage in reckless activities. The petty Aidal had never forgotten how much he suffered from getting baited and tricked by the mages of the Golden Magic Tower in the past. The former Aidal would have arrived already by opening two gates and teleporting, but now, he could only grumble in regret. When it came to magic, numbers had to be exact, and that exactness was closely linked to one’s life, so even the great and mighty Aidal did not dare to attempt a warp without precise coordinates, which led to his current state.
    

    
      “How many days has it been? Even flying with Auto Fly is boring now.”
    

    
      After confirming that his disciple Kang Hyuk was the Lord of Nerman, he immediately set off from the Pakinch Kingdom to Nerman.
    

    
      “Let’s stay strong for a little longer. Then, I’ll be able to meet that rascal Hyuk.”
    

    
      He was 99% sure that the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, was Kang Hyuk, but Aidal was mistrustful of others by nature. In order to check that remaining 1%, he dragged along his old body for several consecutive days of flight.
    

    
      “If only I could ride a wyvern, I wouldn’t have to rough it out like this.”
    

    
      He had a very un-archmage-like fear of wyverns. He could ride a plane one way or another, but somehow, his limbs would shake nonstop the moment he clambered onto a wyvern’s back, so he was just brute forcing it.
    

    
      “When I get the time, I should develop a flying carpet. I didn’t bother to make one on Earth because there were planes.”
    

    
      Aidal, who had flown all this way with Auto Fly, a spell that automatically supplied itself with mana and continued in the designated direction, thought of the magic carpet that had appeared in the Arabian Nights cartoon, Aladdin.
    

    
      “Huhu. They say the castle in Nerman is truly great. If it’s been made by dwarves, it should be fairly decent to live in.”
    

    
      On Earth, Aidal had lived a life of peak luxury. He was already starting to miss his fluffy bed and wide range of amenities. And he was sure that his disciple Kang Hyuk had created a castle fitted to some degree with such Earth conveniences.
    

    
      Because his disciple Kang Hyuk had as much propensity to live his life in comfort as his master, Aidal.
      

    

    
      “Lord Kyre…”
    

    
      I didn’t forget that one of the reasons why I was able to return alive was this woman, who always prayed for me.
    

    
      “I wanted to see you…”
    

    
      “Me too… I truly, truly missed you.”
    

    
      We were in Lady Neran’s temple, but because she and I were both confident before God, we were able to hug each other in the temple.
    

    
      ‘She’s grown thinner.’
    

    
      Just how much had she prayed after I left? She was wasting away. There was no doubt that I was to blame for causing her discomfort.
    

    
      “I heard that black mages and priests of Kerma have appeared. Are you hurt anywhere?”
    

    
      Pulling away from my embrace, Aramis carefully inspected my body.
    

    
      “Thanks to your concern, I’m completely fine.”
    

    
      “I am relieved to hear that.”
    

    
      After seeing that I was healthy, she gave me a small smile. I gently pulled her into my arms again.
    

    
      “Like the sun and moon, light and darkness, good and evil, all are things created by the Great God,” she murmured. “Do not hate evil for being evil. It exists in order for good to exist, and it is through evil that the people realize their noble worth and the value of love.”
    

    
      Aramis bore the attitude of embracing all things. She was someone who would walk into Hell without hesitation if someone suffering there called for her.
    

    
      “The light and good will not stop going where it must because the darkness is intense and evil is strong. And I am someone with many beloved people to protect. Because I am a human and not a god, I will repel the darkness and exterminate evil. I have never forgotten that that is the path I must take.”
    

    
      “Yes… You are the Champion of Light chosen by the good gods. Do as your heart desires. This inadequate one will bless all that you do.”
    

    
      Aramis would never reject or belittle my desire. I tightened my grasp around her waist.
    

    
      ‘I am no Champion of Light or anything like that. I’m just an ordinary human who wants to protect all he loves.’
    

    
      I was no saint, nor was I a noble person by any means. There were things I wanted to do, and to that effect, I simply wanted to do my very best, even now, as my destruction approached.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “My liege, this incident is severe. We must immediately spur the Bajran Empire and every kingdom on the Continent into forming an allied army and joining the war against the Dark Empire.”
    

    
      “Yes. If we sit around watching what happens next, we could face annihilation in moments.”
    

    
      The knights had arrived at my summons. After hearing Derval’s report, they suggested a Continent-wide allied army with shocked expressions.
    

    
      “When such incidents occurred in the past, the temples stepped forward to declare a holy war, and everyone obeyed their lead. But the temples have not recovered their former functions, so someone else must step forward.”
    

    
      “We must decide what to do and concentrate our forces as soon as possible. I am sure that their very first target will be Nerman.”
    

    
      “Death Wyverns… I have never faced them, but from your words, my liege, I think it will take at least four Skyknights to bring one down.”
    

    
      Sir Shailt, Cedrian, and Ryker, as well as the admin knights, were scrambling to say what was on their minds.
    

    
      ‘An allied army…’
    

    
      I was tempted by their words. No matter how strong Altakas’ soldiers were, if the kingdoms joined forces, it should at least be possible to stop the onslaught.
    

    
      “But there’s a problem. It is too much to impose the burden of leadership on our liege. As famous as Nerman and our liege’s name may be, Nerman is a mere territory. For a lord to propose an union with the kingdoms will invite dispute,” said Derval after listening to the knights.
    

    
      “That could very well be. No matter how urgent the situation, nobles are always sticklers for formalities…”
    

    
      “My liege, I believe the time to make a decision has come.”
    

    
      “Yes. My liege, it is time to declare Nerman as a kingdom!”
    

    
      The knights fixed their burning gazes on me.
    

    
      ‘Declare Nerman as a kingdom…’
    

    
      This problem had never even occurred to me. Declaring Nerman as a kingdom as if we had nothing better to do when the threat of Altakas was at our throats seemed like foolishness. But it was true that my position had to be equivalent with the kingdoms if we were to form an allied army. Even in this crisis, people would not forget formalities.
    

    
      ‘Haah…’
    

    
      In my mind, I breathed a sigh I could not outwardly display. This wasn’t how I wanted to become a king. I wanted to declare my glorious paradise while receiving the blessings of all.
    

    
      “My liege, you must act while you have the pretext. In the current Kallian Continent, no one else is suited to become the core of a united front. There is the Bajran Emperor, but he is still young, and he lacks the power to lead an allied army. Not only is the other empire, Opern, far from here, but they have not personally taken damage, so they cannot take a leading role. In addition, the rest of the kingdoms are only watching to see what happens. In such a time of chaos, you must declare Nerman as a kingdom, my liege. No one will object to you becoming a king. My liege! This is an opportunity given by the heavens!”
    

    
      Derval, who had advised me to declare sovereignty for a while, looked at me with eyes of blazing loyalty.
    

    
      “My liege, may you become the King!”
    

    
      “May you become the King!”
    

    
      The passionate voices of the knights echoed in the office.
    

    
      I closed my eyes. A crown gained because I had the pretext sparked no emotions in my heart. I was a terrible liege who had led the beastmen to their deaths, the beastmen who followed me like it was their lifelong goal.
    

    
      I clenched my teeth.
    

    
      “That is impossible.”
    

    
      “My liege!”
    

    
      “My liege…”
    

    
      My quiet sentence made the knights call me in dismay.
    

    
      “If anyone is judging such a crisis based on outer appearances, such people will be no help even if they join our cause. In this situation that is so dire that it may not be enough even if we join all our forces, clinging to empty formalities and vanities is the wrong attitude altogether. We do not need any who must be forced to join. We… will protect Nerman with our own hands.”
    

    
      I opened my eyes, looking at each of my knights in turn.
    

    
      “Understood. If that is your will, I, Derval, shall obey with my life.”
    

    
      “I, Shailt, shall abide by your will.”
    

    
      “I, Cedrian, shall forever be your shadow.”
    

    
      “I, Janice, am always prepared to die for you and Nerman.”
    

    
      These knights of mine who always took my side did not implore me to change my mind.
    

    
      “Haah… What a beautiful scene. But how in the world do you intend on defeating that 8th Circle black magic swordsman guy? If he wanted to, he could fly over this very moment with warp magic and cast one 8th Circle spell to knock down the castle walls.”
    

    
      Unlike the other knights, Ryker did not utter words of loyalty. He was different than usual, almost… like he had shed the fabrication he’d worn all this time, revealing his true form. He phrased his words jokingly, but the air around him was anything but a joke.
    

    
      “The obstinate liege forgoes the easy path, choosing to walk the hard path instead, and his knights follow him unconditionally. Hahaha. It makes me jealous every time I see it. I’m really not sure if there are any knights like you guys in our empire.”
    

    
      With a gentle expression, Ryker spoke of his ‘empire’.
    

    
      “Wh-What are you saying, Sir Ryker? Why are you so disrespectful all of a sudden?” rebuked Sir Cedrian, a stout adherer of chivalry.
    

    
      “I’ll stop now. From this moment forth, the Ryker who was a vassal of Nerman will cast away his knight peerage and return to his original place.”
    

    
      “Ah…!”
    

    
      “S-Sir Ryker…”
    

    
      The expressions of all the knights darkened at Ryker’s bombshell. He wanted to give up on being a knight in the middle of such a crisis.
    

    
      “Thank you for your hard work.”
    

    
      I, of course, had a principle of not clinging to someone who wanted to go. I relayed my gratitude for his work so far with a completely unaffected expression.
    

    
      “You’re really too much. To betray our liege in such a moment of crisis when he has given us so much… I’ve revised my opinion of you, Ryker…”
    

    
      Janice, a close companion of Ryker, glared at him, biting her lips. She seemed greatly shocked.
    

    
      “Well, with things the way they are, one of me isn’t going to be much help, no? It would be better for the territory for me to step out here so you can appoint a more amazing knight.”
    

    
      Ryker spoke without a hint of guilty conscience. Others would have been angry, but there were no ripples in my heart.
    

    
      “I have learned a lot up until now. I do not doubt that Nerman will surmount this crisis and develop even more in the future. Count Kyre de Nerman, I truly admire you.”
    

    
      With that, Ryker bent into a crisp bow, the courteous movement indistinguishable from any palace mannerism.
    

    
      From start to finish, he was one incomprehensible man. Even with Blade Master skills, he was the Mercenary Guildmaster of a rural territory, yet despite being a mercenary, his ability to control a wyvern was more outstanding than any who had received an elite education, and though his mouth constantly claimed he was in pursuit of women and alcohol, his actions said otherwise. He definitely had some kind of secret.
    

    
      “Janice, don’t look at me like that. When I reclaim my position, I’ll call you right away, so don’t look at any other men, you hear?”
    

    
      Even in this situation, Ryker had the guts to wink at Janice and joke around.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre, know this.” Ryker stood up and stared at me, his expression turning serious. “This Continent will not permit Nerman, no, the Lord, to bear this burden alone. I… will make sure of that.”
    

    
      After saying those meaningful words, Ryker went on to say, “Well then, until we meet again, I wish you all good health.”
    

    
      Blindsided by this completely unanticipated turn of events, the knights could only watch Ryker in stunned speechlessness.
    

    
      “See you later, Ryker.”
    

    
      “Yes, Lord Kyre. When we see each other next time, I will visit you in a more formal capacity.”
    

    
      Ryker grinned and bowed, then confidently opened the office door and left.
    

    
      ‘I’ll see him soon, I’m sure.’
    

    
      I could tell that Ryker was not leaving because he truly disliked me and Nerman. There were circumstances he couldn’t tell us about. And from what I could infer from his words, it was possible he was leaving to recover his other identity I didn’t know about.
    

    
      
        Creaaak, thud.
      
    

    
      He left, the door thudding behind him, cutting off all the gazes that had been following his back.
    

    
      “Haha, hahahahaha.”
    

    
      I suddenly burst out in laughter. It felt like the suffocating feeling was dispersed, like the shattering of a glass window. What Ryker showed me with his dashing action was that you didn’t have to do something if you didn’t want to, and you could just leave if you wanted to. There was no need for complicated thoughts. Life was already short and busy just doing the things I wanted to do. I just had to keep running without stopping.
    

    
      “Now then, let us begin the real planning for facing Altakas and the bastards who call themselves part of the Dark Empire.”
    

    
      The knights stared at me, their mouths agape at my unaffected attitude. I simply smiled at them. 
    

    
      This moment marked another new beginning.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 198: The Appearance of a Crazy Mage
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty, we must devise a countermeasure at once. Today is the final day of the Dark Empire’s warning.”
    

    
      “What more needs to be said? No kingdom in history has ever bowed its head to black magic. Currently in the Royal Capital, we have priests and paladins dispatched by the temples, as well as 300 loyal Skyknights on standby. No matter how strong the Dark Empire is, they won’t be able to do much to us in a short amount of time.”
    

    
      “Exactly so. Emperor Hadveria has caused this terrible mess because he’s gone completely mad, but the nobles, soldiers, and people of the Laviter Empire will not sit and watch. The Laviter Empire will soon be erased from history. We should be preparing to conquer empire land when that happens.”
    

    
      The speakers were nobles of the Lialion Kingdom that shared a border with the Laviter Empire. Since they didn’t border any big mountain ranges, they had no real problems with monsters, and the kingdom had maintained decent relationships with the surrounding kingdoms for 200 years. Granted, since they bordered the Laviter Empire, they occasionally had to dispatch an envoy and lower their heads, but that was something everyone who lived next to the strong had to do. It was a peaceful kingdom without any real problems.
    

    
      But not long ago, a huge issue occurred. The Laviter Empire’s Emperor Hadveria announced the Dark Empire. And a few days ago, an order of submission flew over from that very Dark Empire. If they submitted to the Empire and followed their commands, their lives would be spared, but if they refused, all lives in the kingdom’s Royal Capital would be wiped out. Most of the nobles gathered in the palace throne room were expressing their desire to fight.
    

    
      “Still, they are black mages. According to the intel, there’s a rumor that Emperor Hadveria has reached the 8th Circle…”
    

    
      “Harrumph! Count Antaros, what nonsense are you saying? I’ve never heard of an 8th Circle black mage ever appearing on the Continent. And there’s no doubt in my mind that Emperor Hadveria has been brainwashed by either the Shining Magic Tower or the priests of Kerma. As you yourself saw a few years ago, the Emperor is a Blade Master. How could someone who is already a Blade Master possibly become an 8th Circle mage?”
    

    
      “That’s right. That’s just a nonsensical rumor.”
    

    
      The high-ranking nobles who had gathered in the royal throne room at the King’s summons nodded. Right now, there were around 300 wyverns running patrols and standing guard over the skies of the Royal City, and 50 thousand men protecting the city like an iron wall. On top of that, 100 or so priests from various temples, as well as hundreds of paladins, had been called from all over the kingdom to reside in the Royal City to keep any Kerma priests or black mages in check.
    

    
      “I hear you all loud and clear. Our kingdom may live in the Empire’s shadow, but through the favor of the gods, Lialion has safely continued to write its history. We cannot cast aside such a history, heritage, and even our piety to the gods by submitting to the Dark Empire. We shall issue a declaration of war against the Dark Empire!”
    

    
      King Paneidron of the Lialion Kingdom, a ruler virtuous enough to be called a good king, declared war against the Dark Empire with a stern voice. 
    

    
      “By thy royal decree!”
    

    
      The conclusion had been determined from the start. The 50 high-ranking nobles in the throne room bowed as they accepted the will of their divine king.
    

    
      “KUHAHAHAHA, KUHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      “...!!”
    

    
      The nobles looked up in alarm upon hearing the extremely loud laugh that suddenly reverberated outside. One moment later, a mana-charged cry came from the knights. 
    

    
      “E-Enemies! Enemies have appeared!”
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      
        Clang! Clang! Clang!
      
    

    
      The massive bells used in emergencies tolled a continuous warning. King Paneidron and the nobles stiffened immediately.
    

    
      “To think that you would dare to ignore my warning. You will feel the price of your foolishness down to the marrow of your bones today… KUHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      The sound of laughter was filled with so much mana that it echoed all the way into the royal palace.
    

    
      “Knights of the Royal Guard, escort His Majesty to the underground refuge!” called out the leader of the Royal Guard, sensing the danger.
    

    
      
        CRAAAAAAAAAAASH! BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM! Rummmmmble.
      
    

    
      “Heavens…”
    

    
      “What in the…”
    

    
      Earsplitting booms shook the ground.
    

    
      “Y-Your Majesty, the defense magic circle has ceased to function.”
    

    
      The Tower Master of the Royal Magic Tower, Marquis Holidess, tremulously announced the breaking of the defensive magic circle. The Royal Family’s defensive magic circle could stand up against 7th Circle magic, but that invincible array was now in pieces. The faces of the nobles inside the throne room instantly filled with fear.
    

    
      “AAAAAAAAH!”
    

    
      “Th-The Devil’s wyverns!”
    

    
      
        Kyaaaaaaaaaaaa! Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      From outside, came the screams of knights and wyverns.
    

    
      
        Craaaash!
      
    

    
      And then, the throne room’s massive doors were suddenly blown apart. Dozens of Royal Guard Knights pulled out their swords with a clatter of steel.
    

    
      Someone slowly walked in, stepping over the pieces of what had been the door.
    

    
      
        Booooooooooooooooom! Fwooooooooooooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Through the gaping doorway, everyone could see raging flames and continuous explosions, as well as strange wyverns they’d never seen before flying in the sky.
    

    
      “E-Emperor Hadveria…”
    

    
      “My god…”
    

    
      The person who came through the destroyed door was Emperor Hadveria of the Laviter Empire, the man who had declared the Dark Empire. He walked in, wearing a cloak gleaming with black luster.
    

    
      A dozen knights followed him inside. A faint aura of darkness was wisping from their bodies like smoke.
    

    
      “...Death Knights.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      With the sudden appearance of the oft-mentioned Death Knights and Emperor Hadveria, the air in the throne room instantly turned ice cold.
    

    
      “T-To what do we owe the pleasure…”
    

    
      While everyone’s mouths were agape, King Paneidron mustered up the courage to say a few trembling words.
    

    
      “All of your subordinates outside have either died or fled, and those shoddy priests were reduced to dust with one spell. Kukuku.”
    

    
      The King and nobles had been thinking of buying some time for reinforcements to arrive, but their hopes were mercilessly crushed.
    

    
      Emperor Hadveria walked towards the throne upon which the king sat. Even though there were rows of nobles on either side of the throne room and a great number of knights, Hadveria walked straight down the middle with just ten Death Knights, walking casually as if this was his own palace.
    

    
      “Halt!”
    

    
      The Royal Guard Knights blocked his path, yelling at the Emperor to cease his impudence. They brandished their swords that were bright blue with Aura Blades at the Emperor, who continued to walk without heeding their words.
    

    
      
        Flash! Splurt.
      
    

    
      “Kugh.”
    

    
      “Guaagh.”
    

    
      However, they were sorely mistaken if they thought they could stop him. As soon as the Royal Knights began their swing, Death Knights appeared in front of Hadveria as if they had instantaneously warped there. They cut down everything in their path, including the Aura Bladed swords of the Royal Knights.
    

    
      
        Splaaash.
      
    

    
      Fountains of blood arced in the air simultaneously.
    

    
      Throughout it all, the Emperor never stopped walking.
    

    
      “Nngh…”
    

    
      The King and the nobles were completely stricken with fear at the terrifying force of the Death Knights.
    

    
      Hadveria reached the King. He casually extended his hand and grasped King Paneidron’s neck. The King trembled, unable to groan because of the vice on his neck.
    

    
      “Huhuhu. Goodbye, you insect.”
    

    
      With a crunch, he broke the King’s neck. The chilling sound rang out in the deathly silent throne room.
    

    
      
        Fwiiiip, cra-crash.
      
    

    
      Hadveria flung the King’s corpse aside, and the body crashed to the ground. He seated himself on the throne, upon which the King’s heat still lingered.
    

    
      “Kill them all.” he said, his voice quiet.
    

    
      “You… devil.”
    

    
      Someone gritted out two words with great difficulty.
    

    
      “Huhuhu.”
    

    
      Hadveria laughed with pleasure at those words, and the Death Knights moved to carry out their master’s command, cutting down the still-frozen nobles with their Dark Aura-imbued swords.
    

    
      And so, the Royal Family of the Lialion Kingdom, a nation with a long, storied history, disappeared in a single night. Emperor Hadveria of the Dark Empire and crazy mages had appeared using a large-scale teleportation array. Using a score of Death Knights and Death Wyverns, the Dark Empire ended things in a single moment so violent that the people of the Continent would forever remember the Dark Empire’s path of blood.
      

    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      
        Fwiiiiip, pi-pi-pi-pi-ping!
      
    

    
      Imbued with my will, the sword slashed wildly in the air. The Grand Blade Master-level sword slashed without rest, cutting down an invisible enemy with a blade covered in a layer of mana that had gone from pale blue to near transparent.
    

    
      I’d already spent an hour like this, swinging the sword until the mana in my mana core was depleted.
    

    
      “Haah, haah, haah…”
    

    
      I breathed raggedly, my chest heaving with exertion.
    

    
      
        Clatter.
      
    

    
      The sword fell to the smooth ground of the underground training hall.
    

    
      “This isn’t it, either.”
    

    
      By now, he should know I’m still alive. He could attack this place whenever he felt like doing so. To an 8th Circle mage, something like Warp was as easy as taking candy from a baby.
    

    
      “Even with the defensive magic circle, it’s still dangerous. A concentrated barrage from a few Tower Masters is all it will take to rip open our defense.”
    

    
      The only thing that could block him right now was the defensive magic array rigged over Nerman Castle.
    

    
      “If he attacks the border fort…”
    

    
      I didn’t even want to think about it. It was equipped with an 8th Circle defensive array, but because we lacked a second Grade 1 magic crystal, it couldn’t operate properly.
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      Everything was rife with uncertainties, and the future seemed bleak. I breathed out a deep sigh. I had always been full of confidence, but the dilemma before me now was too difficult. Things had been hard in the past too, but they weren’t insurmountably high walls like this. Moreover, the lives of thousands of families were on my shoulders. 
    

    
      I clamped down on my lips.
    

    
      ‘In order to fight him, I have to get to the 8th Circle, and quickly, without fail!’
    

    
      The 8th Circle wasn’t some random litter you could find on the street, but I felt a pressing need to reach it. Countless magic theories ran through my head, but not a single one of them was the answer to my dilemma. Only one thing could resolve this, and it was 8th Circle magic and the rapid mana development that would accompany the enlightenment. Actually, if I told someone who wasn’t an actual upper-circle magic swordsman that the mana you could imbue in your sword was proportional to your enlightenment in magic, they would probably call me a crazy bastard.
    

    
      ‘Dammit.’
    

    
      The mana in Altakas’ sword was still vivid in my mind. His outrageous mana had instantly crushed all my mana and physical strength. Thinking of the ridiculous mana that almost ended my life made my chest tighten up.
    

    
      ‘Should I ask the elves for help?’
    

    
      I wasn’t completely out of options. Elder Parciano alone was an 8th Circle mage, and the other elders were at least at the 7th Circle. If the elves were to help, we would be able to survive this crisis. However, I couldn’t ask them. Elder Parciano had told me in no uncertain terms that the elves could never participate in wars of the human world.
    

    
      “Sigh…”
    

    
      His mana wasn’t the only problem. The black dragon bone sword he possessed was also a huge issue. I could tell that his mana and the black dragon bone sword reacted with one another, creating something close to dragon fear.
    

    
      ‘I also need to get a weapon that can rival dragon bone.’
    

    
      Even a mithril dwarven sword was no match for dragon bone. Altakas’ sword was an item of the highest rank, like a serpent that had cultivated for hundreds of years to turn into a dragon.
    

    
      
        Thud! Thud! Thud!
      
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      While I was lost in thought about Altakas, I heard someone banging on the enchanted door of the underground training hall.
    

    
      ‘Has that which will come… finally come?’
    

    
      The knights here wouldn’t bang on the door for any little thing. With deep breaths, I walked towards the door. I had lived without regrets. Even if my history ended here, there was nothing to fear. 
    

    
      It was just… it would be a great shame for things to end here.
    

    
      “Dispel.”
    

    
      The door was enchanted with Silence and Lock magic. At my incantation, it glowed briefly with a yellow light before opening with a creak.
    

    
      “My liege!”
    

    
      Derval’s voice sounded immediately. He was looking at me with a pale face.
    

    
      “Has Altakas come?”
    

    
      “No, sir.”
    

    
      ‘It’s not Altakas?’
    

    
      It wasn’t him, but Derval’s face was ashen white.
    

    
      “What happened?”
    

    
      “My liege, s-something terrible has happened.”
    

    
      “Terrible?”
    

    
      There were no big issues in the territory other than Altakas, but from his expression, I could tell it was bad.
    

    
      “A crazy mage has appeared!”
    

    
      “Crazy mage?”
    

    
      “We just got a report from the border fort that they are likely an 8th Circle mage.”
    

    
      “Wh-What?! 8th Circle?!”
    

    
      Were even the dogs and cows at the 8th Circle these days?! My brain was about to explode from Altakas alone, but yet another 8th Circle mage was apparently flying towards Denfors.
    

    
      “They said they found out through the detection magic installed in the fort.”
    

    
      If a mage of the 7th Circle or above approached the fort, the detection magic would automatically activate. People might lie, but a magic array, and one made by elven elders at that, told no lies.
    

    
      “What are the Skyknights doing?!”
    

    
      “Well… the mage is flying incredibly fast, so they say they can’t possibly catch up. Sir Cedrian just departed with his flight.”
    

    
      ‘So they really are an 8th Circle mage…'
    

    
      Even if I cast Fly, I could only go about as fast as a wyvern. If this crazy mage was flying that much faster than a wyvern, it meant they were indeed an 8th Circle mage.
    

    
      “Issue a battle order to all forces.”
    

    
      “Understood, my liege!”
    

    
      ‘Alright then, come. I will give you a grand ending!’
    

    
      Poor Nerman was reduced to being the world’s punching bag. I had no idea where this crazy 8th Circle mage came from, but I decided to fight to the very end.
    

    
      ‘My paradise… this is goodbye.’
    

    
      It felt like flowers that had bloomed in early spring getting frozen to death by a sudden snowfall.
    

    
      Seriously, it was just my luck.
    

    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 199: Master Aidal Comes to Nerman
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “My liege, they’ve broken through. The mage is currently flying to Denfors!”
    

    
      “Th-They’re flying at an incredible speed!”
    

    
      “W-We can’t catch them with wyverns!”
    

    
      My helmet buzzed with the screams of the Skyknights, like they were streaming some kind of relay race.
    

    
      ‘Just who could it be? What other 8th Circle mage would have any reason to want to see me?!’
    

    
      The issue of handling Altakas already exceeded my capacity, but this mage punched straight through the defense barrier my Skyknights put up. Now, there was nothing between them and Denfors. If they weren’t an enemy, there was no reason for them to appear so dramatically.
    

    
      I waited for the approaching enemy on the castle walls. An emergency order had been issued to the entire army, so Nerman’s soldiers were waiting on the walls. Though my troops fell far short of being able to block an 8th Circle mage, not a single one of them was scared.
    

    
      ‘I’ll turn you into a pincushion!’
    

    
      Next to the soldiers, knights were standing by, ready to fire their spears. The ballistas that could unleash anti-aircraft fire were also pointed in the direction where the mage was said to be flying.
    

    
      ‘Here they come…’
    

    
      As the air buzzed with tension, I saw a small dot far in the distance. The target wasn’t large enough for Skyknights on wyvernback to catch. Not only were they fast, but how could a Skyknight possibly hit a target as small as a human body with a Blessed Spear from afar? The tiny dot that was the crazy mage grew larger and larger by the second. Now, they were only 2 kilometers away.
    

    
      ‘Have a hot taste of this.’
    

    
      I didn’t know who they were, but this insane bastard dared to attack Nerman all on their lonesome in the middle of a crisis.
    

    
      “Fire at the flying mage!”
    

    
      “Fire!!!!!”
    

    
      
        Schwip schwip schwip schwip schwip!
      
    

    
      The moment I gave the order, the knights hurled their spears with all their strength. On the heels of the Blessed Spears came 200 bolts from the ballistas. A cluster of 500 sharp objects whizzed towards the enemy like a spray of chaff deployed to block a missile.
    

    
      ‘Take this, too!’
    

    
      Since their presence had activated the detection magic on the fort, they were definitely an 8th Circle mage. I had to deal as much damage as possible before they could get close to my castle.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      I hurled the spear in my hand with all the force I could muster.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiip!
      
    

    
      My rage meter was all filled up, so the spear whistled off with a great deal of force, closing in on the mage in mere moments.
    

    
      “Ah…!”
    

    
      Even if they didn’t kill him, I was hoping the attacks would at least singe his tail feathers. But before the spear volley could land, a milky mana shield unfurled in the sky.
    

    
      
        Ziiiiiiiiiiiiiing! Cl-cl-cl-cl-cl-cl-cl-claaaaang!
      
    

    
      The spears bounced off with earsplitting clangs.
    

    
      “Mages, release your spells!”
    

    
      That wasn’t all we had in store. I gave the mages waiting on the walls the order to attack with magic. The incoming enemy had come within 1 kilometer in no time at all.
    

    
      
        Whiiiiiiiiiiiiirrrrr.
      
    

    
      As the offensive spells engraved in the defensive array activated, I felt subdued mana vibrations under my feet.
    

    
      “Explosion!”
    

    
      “Giga Lightning!”
    

    
      “Wind Tornado!”
    

    
      “Lightning Cross!”
    

    
      The mage came a little closer, and mages in charge of the defensive array and magic crystal unleashed the offensive spells engraved in various parts of the castle walls. Each spell was my handiwork, engraved on the walls in preparation for a large-scale battle.
    

    
      
        Flash! Flaaash!
      
    

    
      As the spells activated, the mana in the air was absorbed, turning into over ten different kinds of lights.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      And then, the various spells flew in harmony towards the mage, who was still flying towards us with his shield active.
    

    
      
        CRAAAAAAAASH! Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzt. Fwooooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Spells of every attribute other than earth magic decked the sky in a colorful splash. They exploded with booms so loud and intense that an unsuspecting person might think fireworks were going off.
    

    
      ‘Holy…’
    

    
      But as expected, the opponent was an 8th Circle archmage.
    

    
      ‘This crazy mage.’
    

    
      If it were me, I would have used a warp array to have my way with Nerman in one blow, but this nutcase was flying over in the middle of the day with zero self-awareness. He was on par with my master on Earth.
    

    
      ‘Fine then, try having a taste of this then!’
    

    
      Even my spear was perfectly repelled by the mage’s shield. There was about 500 meters of distance between us now. The Grade 1 magic crystal was linked to the ramparts I was standing on. I vigorously siphoned the magic crystal’s mana into my mana core.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      My mana and the mana of the Grade 1 magic crystal began to react fiercely as they fused.
    

    
      ‘Eat this!’
    

    
      I whipped my hand up and pointed at the flying mage who was endangering my land. Then, I shouted an incantation.
    

    
      “Giga Raiden!!!!!!”
    

    
      
        Swooooooooooooooooooooooooooosh!
      
    

    
      Filled with my will, the light of the spell formed from the atmospheric mana shot straight towards the mage at the speed of light. At that moment, the mage dispelled his shield, exposing his body. It was a miraculous opportunity given by the heavens. Even an 8th Circle mage would find it difficult to instantly block a 7th Circle spell formed partly from a Grade 1 magic crystal’s mana. A smile of satisfaction appeared on my lips.
    

    
      ‘Three, two…’
    

    
      I counted down in my heart. It was over for this guy.
    

    
      “Hyuk…”
    

    
      The moment my spell was about to explode in front of the mage, I clearly heard him say my name.
    

    
      “...!!”
    

    
      My eyes instantly widened. The mage and I were about 300 meters apart. With the opaque mana shield gone, I could clearly see his features.
    

    
      “M-Master?”
    

    
      I asked in disbelief.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaash! Flaaaaaaaash! Flash, flash!
      
    

    
      As if to answer my question, the spell exploded. Giga Raiden was the peak of 7th Circle offensive spells. It was an AOE spell that could easily cook everything within several hundred meters upon being cast.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      I could only stand in a daze with my eyes wide open. There was no doubt. The person I saw in the exploding storm of lightning… was my master, Aidal.
    

    
      “F-Fuck.”
    

    
      My legs shook. Something as impossible as the sun rising from the west or Sakura from Naruto not being useless had happened. I never thought I would be able to see Master Aidal here.
    

    
      He had returned to Kallian. And I… had unleashed a huge attack right at his face.
    

    
      “F-Fuck…”
    

    
      I raised my head skyward. The gods had definitely sent Master Aidal on a special mission, knowing the crisis I was facing. I desperately begged them to grant my master in that storm of lightning a lightning rod, to allow him to endure the spell safely, in one piece.
    

    
      “Sh-Shit…”
    

    
      A long curse snaked out of my mouth. I wasn’t sure if I should laugh or cry. ‘Shit’ was exactly the word.
    

    

    
      

    

    
      “Wh-What’s that?”
    

    
      “What’s what?”
    

    
      The rumor that the Lialion Royal Capital was annihilated in a single day spread quickly. It was rumored that the Dark Empire appeared in the skies above the city with an outrageous force of black mages, Death Wyverns, and Death Knights, laying the airtight defense of Royal Skyknights and Knights, as well as paladins and priests, to waste. The rumor threw the Defort Kingdom located directly next to Lialion into a total panic.
    

    
      Like Lialion, a letter from the Dark Empire’s Hadveria had long since arrived with an order to submit. But unlike Lialion, Defort shared a border with Opern, and the current Empress of the Opern Empire was the younger sister of the King of the Defort Kingdom. Because of that, they ignored the letter.
    

    
      It wasn’t the first or last time in the Kallian Continent’s history that black mages had appeared. It wasn’t uncommon for the black mages to secure victories in the beginning using bizarre methods or brute force. However, the temples soon announced holy war and joined forces with each of the kingdoms, and most of the schemes of the black mages subsided before long. Those who submitted to the black mages were treated like black mages themselves and were burned to death.
    

    
      Knowing those facts and trusting the strength of the Opern Empire, the Defort Kingdom flatly ignored Emperor Hadveria’s letter. At the border of this kingdom, nestled at the foot of the Bertz Mountains, stood the most important military fort of the Defort Kingdom, Fort Chartryne. A group of soldiers standing guard in a watchtower on the walls were alarmed by the creatures they saw swarming in from the dark mountains.
    

    
      “Ohh…”
    

    
      It was late at night, so the mana scope installed on the watchtower could not perform its role. The wave of the countless writhing creatures they could glimpse from the darkness felt like an illusion.
    

    
      “M-Monsters!”
    

    
      “Monsters are coming in!”
    

    
      
        Clang clang clang clang! Boooooooong! Boooooooong!
      
    

    
      The emergency bells installed in four places on the walls broke the night silence, and even the horn used for the greatest of emergencies began to loudly echo in the air.
    

    
      “All forces, prepare for battle! Prepare for battle!”
    

    
      This fort had been built with the Laviter Empire and the Bertz Mountains in mind. The number of soldiers residing in the fort was 30,000.
    

    
      The soldiers who had been resting in the fort ran out with weapons like bows and spears, taking up their assigned positions.
    

    
      “...Ah!”
    

    
      “Ngh…”
    

    
      The moment the soldiers got onto the walls, they felt their hearts drop in dismay. The wyvern flights had undoubtedly gone out on patrol and returned before sunset, seeing nothing out of the ordinary. Yet an unthinkably staggering number of monsters was gathering, approaching the fort in a formation like they were soldiers. There were orcs and gnolls, the most populous monsters in the Bertz Mountains, as well as trolls and ogres. A great number of monsters that didn’t normally show up around the fort were gathering.
    

    
      “D-Demon beasts!”
    

    
      And that wasn’t all. Creatures on a completely different level from monsters, demon beasts, were also scattered in the pack.
    

    
      The man in charge of the fort, Count Horvas, appeared at the command tower in full armor to oversee the battle. “Sortie the Skyknights!” he barked.
    

    
      “Commander, there’s an enormous number of them. I think all the monsters living in the Bertz Mountains have come.”
    

    
      “It’s not even harvest season! Did they all go mad?!”
    

    
      It was already a touchy time because of the Laviter Empire. The king and a great multitude of kingdom nobles were slaughtered in the Lialion Kingdom. Thankfully, the crown prince of Lialion was studying abroad, so the kingdom wasn’t immediately destroyed, but the whole nation fell into extreme chaos. Their neighbor, the Defort Kingdom, was in the same amount of panic from watching it all unfold.
    

    
      “Please do not worry. We have 200 Skyknights at the fort. The sight of them alone will surely make all of those monsters flee in fear,” said Count Horvas’ adjutant with a firm voice.
    

    
      Normally, there were only about 100 Skyknights here, but the Royal Family had dispatched reinforcements in light of the emergency situation.
    

    
      “Rightly so. Chartryne is like the kingdom’s shield. It must never fall.”
    

    
      
        Swoooooosh. Flash!
      
    

    
      The mages began activating the defensive arrays installed on the fort walls, casting Light.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Th-Those are—!”
    

    
      Up until that point, Count Horvas hadn’t doubted their victory. But when he saw what was in the sky, which happened to be dark with clouds tonight, an exclamation of shock burst out of his lips.
    

    
      The Light spell lit up the sky, revealing a flock of winged creatures.
    

    
      “W-Wyverns!”
    

    
      To his shock, the wyverns had appeared without a sound. He had heard that the Laviter Empire’s continuous exterminations had nearly wiped out the wild wyverns in the Bertz Mountains, but there were hundreds of them in the sky, not just one or two stragglers. Moreover, there were figures that looked like Skyknights on top of them.
    

    
      “Th-Then those guys…”
    

    
      A thought swept through his mind. These weren’t ordinary monsters seeking food. Every few years, there were cases of monster swarms appearing because of demon beasts, so Count Horvas hadn’t thought much of it. But upon further reflection, these numbers were beyond what demon beasts could mobilize.
    

    
      “They’re in danger! The Skyknights are in danger!”
    

    
      Having received the order to sortie, the Skyknights and their wyverns were lifting into the air from the covert inside the fort. The enemies had already drawn close to the fort, and the wyverns going aloft unhurriedly made perfect prey.
    

    
      
        Schwip schwip schwip schwip scwhip.
      
    

    
      As soon as the words left the Count’s mouth, sharp whistles rang out. Those unknown Skyknights were definitely hurling Blessed Spears, but the projectiles did not glow with their usual blue light. They simply shot forward, whistling through the air.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      
        KWEEEEEEEEEK! KYAAAAAAAAAAK!
      
    

    
      “AAAHHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      Terrible cries burst out of the wyverns and Skyknights lifting off from the covert.
    

    
      “Th-The monsters are swarming in!”
    

    
      “Fire your arrows!”
    

    
      “Fire!”
    

    
      The moment the Skyknights cloaked in darkness began their attack, the monsters arranged in front of the fort began to wildly run forward.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      An enemy wyvern flew past the command tower. Though it was a normal gray wyvern, no vitality could be felt from it, and though its wings were tattered, it was flying without a care. After it swept past, it left behind an intense stench of rot.
    

    
      “D-Death Wyverns…”
    

    
      It was then that Count Horvas was able to realize the true identity of their enemies.
    

    
      The night ambushers that had brought monsters with them… were soldiers of the Dark Empire.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “M-Master…”
    

    
      “Ohhhh! Hyuk!”
    

    
      ‘Shiiiit…’
    

    
      It was truly a long time since I had seen Master Bumdalf. He hadn’t changed at all. After repelling the outrageous onslaught of spears, bolts, and magic attacks with ease and nullifying my spell with dispelling magic, he landed right in front of me, smiling brightly at me as his splendid white beard wisped in the wind. The knights near me pulled out their swords, thinking I was in danger.
    

    
      “My liege, is this person an acquaintance?”
    

    
      ‘Good fuckin’ grief.’ I groaned inwardly, looking at my master who was greeting me happily with a kind-looking smile. Memories of the hardship I’d suffered on Earth rushed back to me, making goosebumps rise up on my skin.
    

    
      “S-So, um…”
    

    
      My mouth was stiff. Anyone on the level of a knight would certainly know the legend of the Golden-Eyed Reaper, Aidal. How in the world was I supposed to say that the person in front of me right now was the man who was called the Kallian Continent’s Curse?
    

    
      “Hyuk, you’ve become successful.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “This is a cute little castle you’ve got here. It looks pretty usable.”
    

    
      Paying zero heed to the knights, Aidal glanced at my mega-mansion.
    

    
      ‘It can’t be…’
    

    
      My paradise, the paradise I’d made by toiling day and night… Master Aidal was gazing at my precious dream with the eyes of a burglar. He might not have a knife in hand, but the glint in his eyes was unmistakable.
    

    
      “Why’re you lollygagging about! Your Master has come a long way, yet you’re standing there like a no-good half-wit without asking if I’ve eaten or how the trip was. Can you really call yourself a descendant of the Courteous Country of the East with an attitude like that?!”
    

    
      Master Aidal rebuked me in front of my knights, who would tolerate no insult made towards me. I felt my vision darken.
    

    
      “And from what I hear, a single black fly made you bleed recently? Sigh, you fool. Tsk tsk.”
    

    
      In Master Aidal’s mouth, the 8th Circle black magic swordsman was reduced to a black fly. He even knew that I had suffered a defeat at Altakas’ hands.
    

    
      One of the knights stepped forward, unable to bear the abuse Aidal was spewing. “Whoever you are, you are being too discourteous to our liege! How dare you call him a fool?!”
    

    
      ‘Rest in peace.’
    

    
      I’d never found a knight’s loyalty as burdensome as it was today. My heart was unfortunately unable to feel gratitude towards such a commendable action.
    

    
      “Hooh! I see, you’re not happy with this old fart who’s being too harsh to your liege here, are you?”
    

    
      His smile was benevolent, but he 100% reminded me of a clip I’d seen of a wildcat eyeing prey that had unknowingly walked right up to it.
    

    
      “Y-Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      “Young man, who do you think I am?”
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      The knight looked quizzically at Master’s sudden question.
    

    
      “I am the very master of your liege here! I’m the one who changed his diapers and raised him up! But you say you’re not happy with your mighty liege’s master? You should count your lucky stars that I’ve become a kind person over the past 100 years.”
    

    
      I was amazed that he could package himself as a kind person so calmly. And when did he ever change my diapers?! I only remembered me being the one who had to wash 200-year-old grandpa bloomers every day.
    

    
      “Let’s go inside. I flew all the way from the Pakinch Kingdom, and I think the wind’s gotten in my bones. Drinking a cup of steaming honey tea in a sauna is just the thing, but alas, who knows if there’s a sauna in the boonies.”
    

    
      Master Aidal turned my imperial palace-level castle into a cute little castle in the boonies and bragged that he’d flown all the way from Pakinch, as if brandishing his 8th Circle badge.
    

    
      “L-Let’s go.”
    

    
      But he was still my dimensional teleporting archmage master in name. I held back my tears and took the lead.
    

    
      ‘You lose as much as you gain. Since Master’s here, Altakas won’t be able to act carelessly.’
    

    
      I didn’t know why he decided to cross over from Earth, but Master had appeared with absolutely artful timing. I resolved myself to squeeze my eyes shut and give him the red carpet treatment. 
    

    
      Because right now, he was a benefactor of Nerman I didn’t mind seeing.
    

    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 200: The Rocky Days Ahead
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “We must help Elder Brother.”
    

    
      “Yes, we should. The help he’s given our Empire cannot be put into words. But I think we lack the forces to send to Nerman. From what I hear, the enemies are using teleportation arrays to appear instantly.”
    

    
      In the Imperial Palace of the Bajran Empire, the youngest Emperor in the Empire’s history, Razcion, was discussing the matter of helping Kyre in Nerman with his older sister, Igis.
    

    
      “Worry not. A grand 8th Circle defensive array is protecting the city. Who would have thought that a Grade 1 magic crystal would be inside the Imperial Seal?”
    

    
      This secret was passed down only to legitimate heirs of Bajran. Inside the Imperial Seal was a precious Grade 1 magic crystal, and the seal operated a grand 8th Circle defensive array. The array had been installed in secret by showering the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal in a huge amount of money and presents in the past.
    

    
      “That’s true, I appreciate you saying so.”
    

    
      Though Razcion was the Emperor, he and Igis were brother and sister in private. Igis gave Razcion a look of pride.
    

    
      “Nerman must be safe for the Empire to remain unscathed. If not for Elder Brother, the current peace would not exist.”
    

    
      The Bajran Empire was stabilizing day by day. They had devoted all their strength to resolving the flooding and plagues that had struck this summer. It was the result of the nobles and people doing their best in their individual positions, inspired by the Emperor who led by example on the throne unlike in other nations.
    

    
      “We owe a debt that we must pay until the Empire’s history comes to an end. You must never forget that.”
    

    
      Although she was worried about her little brother’s wellbeing, Igis was also incredibly worried about Kyre.
    

    
      “I will try to determine how many troops we can spare. I will send at least 500 Skyknights at the minimum.”
    

    
      The combined total of the wyverns owned by nobles in the current Bajran Empire was a little less than 1,000, yet Razcion said he would be sending half of the Empire’s main military power.
    

    
      “Alright, as the Emperor, take care of it in the manner you think best,” Igis said, looking at her already grown-up little brother with satisfaction.
    

    
      ‘Kyre… I will come to you. Until then, I pray with all my heart that nothing will happen.’
    

    
      Igis had liked Nerman, where she could see Kyre, more than staying in the lavish Bajran palace. She decided to follow the dispatched army to Nerman. She could not bear to sit with her feet up while the person she loved was in danger.
    

    
      Igis was that kind of woman. A woman with a beautiful heart.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Chew, chew. Sluuuurp.
      
    

    
      I watched in silence as Master Aidal hoovered the food on the table like a beggar who had starved for several days. If you stacked up all the plates of food he’d eaten over 200 years, you could probably go from one end of the Continent to the other.
    

    
      “Buurp…”
    

    
      After polishing off several rolls of freshly baked bread, seafood soup with plenty of meat, and five slabs of bloody steak, Master gave a big burp, then wiped his mouth with his robe with a smile of contentment.
    

    
      “It’s just that I was hungry, but the food is really low brow. Tsk tsk tsk. I came looking for you, worried about whether you were dead or alive, but this treatment’s just…”
    

    
      How could the skin on someone’s face be that thick? His mood changed on a pin.
    

    
      ‘Worried about whether I was dead or alive? My god, just hold it in.’
    

    
      If he was going to fling me to another dimension, he should send me to a place near a kingdom or something, but he was ‘gracious’ enough to send me without any warning to a rural village in the Kallian Continent. The pain I’d forgotten about was blossoming back to life.
    

    
      “I apologize. If I had known that you were coming, Master, I would have been more attentive. The territory is in a rough spot these days…”
    

    
      Like master, like disciple. I made a truly apologetic expression as I used the territory as an excuse. The food Master was eating was actually exactly what I usually ate. I didn’t have a picky noble tongue, so I didn't have any complaints.
    

    
      “That’s right, at least you know to be sorry. You can just do better next time.”
    

    
      His inscrutable air of innocence hadn’t changed in the least. My insides were boiling up on the inside.
    

    
      “Master, may I ask what brings you all this way?”
    

    
      That was the question I was most curious about.
    

    
      “Well, I was bored, and I also wanted to know if you were doing alright, plus, I had thoughts of my homeland for the first time in a while…”
    

    
      I immediately knew that Master’s reason for coming here was the first thing he said, boredom. I knew he hadn’t really come here because he was worried about me or nostalgic about Kallian, his homeland where no one was there to welcome his return.
    

    
      “Thank you. I’m not sure how I can possibly repay Master’s great favor… This disciple of yours will repay this grudge one day.”
    

    
      “Huh? Repay what?”
    

    
      “Haha, this disciple is saying that he will take care of all of Master’s grudges with his own two hands.”
    

    
      One wrong word, and I might end up digging a grave for my whole castle. I was trying to be careful, but my true feelings accidentally popped out.
    

    
      “But from the rumors I’ve heard, you’ve been philandering with the women here every day. Surely that’s not true, is it?”
    

    
      ‘Shit! Who the hell said that?! Who ratted me out?!’
    

    
      What philandering? I was just an upright son of the Republic of Korea dutifully following the humanitarian teaching of our nation’s Founder Dangun to assist all women in need.
    

    
      “That is a misunderstanding. As you might know, Master, I’ve been doing my best every day to punish the enemies who wronged you, even forgoing food despite being the lord of this place.”
    

    
      “Really?” asked Master Bumdalf, his eyes narrowed.
    

    
      ‘Oh come on, this is hardly your first time doing business, old man. ‘Course it’s a lie.’
    

    
      Where in hell would I have found the time to avenge Master? Would I really go around fulfilling Master’s 100-year-old grudge when I was already frickin’ busy with my own life?
    

    
      ‘Goddamn, he’s petty.’
    

    
      The average person would completely forget most resentment after 10 years, but Master Aidal still remembered. You had to wonder how anyone could be so damn petty.
    

    
      “Of course. How could I possibly dare to lie in front of the great Archmage Aidal?”
    

    
      He had no way to check, and he wouldn’t believe me anyway, so I went full sprint with the lies.
    

    
      “Alright, fine. I’m not a narrow-minded person, so I’ll try to be understanding.”
    

    
      My god, he was on a completely different level of shamelessness. Simply letting him be was the best method to keep one’s blood pressure down.
    

    
      “But Master… are my parents doing alright?”
    

    
      I figured they were fine, but I wanted to make sure.
    

    
      “Your parents? Why’re you asking me?” asked Master, as if that was the obvious answer.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      ‘This senile old gramps!’
    

    
      If he punted me to Kallian like this, he should at least take good care of my parents, right?!
    

    
      “Well, I’ve heard rumors that they’re doing good.”
    

    
      “Is that true?”
    

    
      “Probably.”
    

    
      He didn’t give me a definite answer. Still, even that flimsy response was enough for me to confirm that my parents were doing fine.
    

    
      ‘I need to quickly get to the 8th Circle.’
    

    
      Master was pretty much telling me to go check myself if I was curious. I would definitely, definitely get to the 8th Circle, if only to spite him.
    

    
      “But hey, they say you’re a 7th Circle magic swordsman, and it’s really true.” He must have done a mana scan at some point, because he was wearing a slightly surprised expression.
    

    
      “Yes. It’s all thanks to Master’s outstanding instruction.”
    

    
      “So why’re you getting stomped?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “The rumor that you’ve been ass-stomped by a black mage has even reached Earth.”
    

    
      “Kek…”
    

    
      The first Earth colloquialism I’d heard in a while, particularly “ass-stomped”, gave me a shock akin to plunging a knife deep into my heart.
    

    
      “You know what they call chumps like you in South Korea these days?”
    

    

    
      

      

    

    
      How would I fucking know? It was already nearing my 3rd year of being in Kallian, so how the hell would I know that?
    

    
      “They’d call you a big fat farty butthole!”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The strange phrase was completely new to me. Who the fuck came up with using farty and butthole together…
    

    
      TN: It’s a really famous phrase from a classic 2009 Korean sitcom called High Kick Through the Roof, spoken by a spoiled little girl who uses every opportunity to insult people with this phrase.
    

    
      ‘Why does it feel so shitty?’
    

    
      It didn’t seem like a swear word, but somehow, hearing it made a certain something surge up in my chest.
    

    
      “Wh-What kind of phrase is that?”
    

    
      “Huhuhu. If you’re curious, look it up yourself,” Master Aidal said with a wicked laugh.
    

    
      ‘Argh! Keep it cool, keep it cool!’
    

    
      I stamped down my skyrocketing rage gauge.
    

    
      
        Knock, knock.
      
    

    
      When I was on the verge of being driven mad by my Master’s unexpected visit, someone cautiously knocked on the dining hall door.
    

    
      “Come in,” I growled.
    

    
      The door cracked open with a creak.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre… It’s me.”
    

    
      Aramis poked her head in with extra care at my unusually prickly voice.
    

    
      ‘Uwah!’
    

    
      She had probably come to say her greetings after hearing that my Master had come to visit.
    

    
      “Ohh! And who might this goddess with a noble figure be…?” crowed Master in admiration, changing faces on a dime.
    

    
      “Priestess Aramis of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, humbly greets the honorable guest.”
    

    
      Aramis drew a cross, giving a dignified greeting.
    

    
      “Ah! So you were a priestess of Holy Neran! Haha! The Goddess is truly blessed to have such a lovely lady as her priestess. Hahaha.”
    

    
      I sighed as I looked at my Master, who was laughing happily after uttering rather flirty comments. I would have felt more nervous if he were a hundred years younger, but nope. No matter how you sliced it, there was no way a 200-year-old gramps could chase after Aramis.
    

    
      “You embarrass me.” Aramis, my ever-noble goddess, reddened slightly at Master Aidal’s silly compliment.
    

    
      ‘She’s always so beautiful.’
    

    
      Not long ago, I sent Aramis a few dairy cows. Hyneth had fully verified this secret to nurturing a sexy figure.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu…’
    

    
      I sent the cows partly because I was worried about her feeble body, but I wasn’t really hiding that I did have a teensy bit of ulterior motive.
    

    
      “Do you happen to have a lover?”
    

    
      “Pardon? A-A lover?”
    

    
      ‘My god, have you ever seen such a foolish grampa?’
    

    
      Asking a temple priestess if she had a lover was surely outside the realm of common sense.
    

    
      “W-Well…” Aramis glanced at me, unable to say no.
    

    
      “Hyuk.”
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      “You really are my disciple. KUHAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      Having sensed something from Aramis’ actions, Master Aidal burst out in a joyful laugh so loud it seemed to shake the entire hall.
    

    
      “Young life, young life, the young life of youth~ When you’re old you can’t have it~”
    

    
      And then, he started singing an old folk song in Korean about how you should live hard, play hard. Aramis was staring at him in fascination.
    

    
      The scene was a portent of the rocky days ahead of me.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 201: Preparing to Counterattack
      
    

    
      

    

    
      After Master finished having his lovely chat with lovely Aramis, I dragged him down to the underground training hall and asked him about the 8th Circle.
    

    
      “How can I ascend to the 8th Circle?”
    

    
      “Hm, dunno. It was such a long time ago, my memory is all fuzzy.”
    

    
      ‘It’s probably not that he can’t remember, but that he won’t teach me without getting something first.’
    

    
      Master Aidal looked all over the underground training hall, clearly avoiding my gaze.
    

    
      “I’ve prepared a magic tower for you, Master.”
    

    
      “...After getting on in years, it’s hard to move my body… having a few clever fellows to assist me would be perfect.”
    

    
      “I will send all of the territory mages to the tower.”
    

    
      “...From my lack of appetite, it seems that it won’t be long before I return to mana’s embrace. There were so many more things I wanted to eat before I died… I wonder if that’s simply too greedy of me.”
    

    
      “I-I will hire the best chefs for you.”
    

    
      “...For sleeping, a bed with the perfect balance of plush and firm is best. Since it’s come to this, one would hope that my room is nice and roomy and has a balcony. Also, I can’t bear to see anyone sleeping above me, so…”
    

    
      ‘Sigh…’
    

    
      You had to admire his keen eyesight. Master was sending me signals in neon lights that he wanted my room.
    

    
      “You… You can have my room…”
    

    
      “Really? You don’t have to, you know? What to do… I feel terrible.”
    

    
      “How can there be stinginess between a master and his disciple? If there is anything else you require, please let me know.”
    

    
      I emphasized ‘stinginess’, giving a veiled warning that I’d given him everything there was to give, so he should hurry and spit out what he knew about the 8th Circle.
    

    
      After getting what he wanted, Master flashed me a good-natured grin. The size of his smile was proportional to the ache in my heart.
    

    
      “What do you think the 8th circle signifies?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      I was silent at his sudden question. 
    

    
      ‘Fuck, would I be asking you if I knew that?!’
    

    
      I couldn’t even begin to imagine what the 8th Circle was. I couldn’t make heads or tails of it. The only knowledge about the 8th Circle in my head was spell formulas.
    

    
      “I do not know.”
    

    
      “Don’t know? Then I don’t know either.”
    

    
      “Master!”
    

    
      I yelled at Master, fed up by his “sue me” attitude.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk. How were you able to get to the 7th Circle with such meager imagination? To be a mage is to create something out of nothing. You want to obtain the 8th Circle without having any dreams about it? Your greed is excessive.”
    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      Master’s words struck me like a hammer.
    

    
      ‘No dreams… about the 8th Circle…’
    

    
      “In all things, the moment you forget what you felt when you first began to dream, you stop developing and regress. The moment you settle for what you have, you begin to slow down, and it’s only when the other people still dreaming are far ahead of you that you realize your mistake. Magic is no different. That feeling that nothing else is necessary in the world other than magic, that is what is important. Circles… come after that.”
    

    
      Master was telling me to look at my attitude, not the circles.
    

    
      I felt a flush of shame. To be honest, my current achievements were a big fraud. The 7th Circle I currently possessed was a stage that regular mages could only achieve by throwing everything they had into magic and getting to Tower Master age. But I was able to get this far with the knowledge given to me by my successful Master. Of course, I did surmount life-and-death crises on the way up, but I was able to bypass most of the pain experienced by regular mages.
    

    
      “I don’t know your state very well, but don’t think that you can ascend to the 8th Circle with the same good luck that got you to the 7th Circle. Seeking to turn the dreams you’ve dreamed every day into reality… That is the way you reach the 8th Circle, and even beyond the 8th to the pinnacle of magic, the 9th Circle. To be honest… I am still dreaming, but I lack desperation, so I am unable to even challenge the wall of the 9th Circle.”
    

    
      Pausing, Master quietly called me with a serious voice. “Disciple…”
    

    
      “Yes, Master?”
    

    
      For the first time, I heard Master’s true opinion on magic. I looked at him, feeling a sense of respect towards him growing in my chest. I waited for him to say something even more important.
    

    
      “Dream well.”
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      “I’m off now, sweet dreams.”
    

    
      And then, he left me in the training hall, cheerfully striding out the door. I dazedly watched as his back became smaller and smaller.
    

    
      ‘Th-This big frickin’ scammer!’
    

    
      With a shake of my head, I suddenly woke from my reverie. I realized the true meaning of everything Master had said. It was essentially the grumbling—no, a ridiculous theory—of an already successful mage saying that both the 8th and 9th Circle were as good as far-off dreams for me.
    

    
      ‘Dammit… So you're telling me to know my place and just dream of the 8th Circle, huh? Is that what you’re saying?!’
    

    
      My Master fleeced me of my magic tower, mages, and even my room, leaving only a few ridiculous words in exchange. I fell limply to the ground. Then, I closed my eyes, actually doing as Master said and thinking about what kind of magic I dreamed of.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Imperial Father, may I inquire if you have been well?”
    

    
      “Haha, my beloved son. My heart is boundlessly joyous to see you so very healthy.”
    

    
      The atmosphere in the Imperial City of the Opern Empire was dark, having received urgent reports that monsters and demon beasts incited by the Dark Empire brought down the Defort Kingdom’s Fort Chartryne and were now heading to the Defort Capital. But despite the gloomy mood, the Emperor’s hearty laugh was echoing in the palace.
    

    
      The Crown Prince had returned. The Crown Prince, who had left the palace like he was running away from home after making a ridiculous bet with the Emperor, had just returned.
    

    
      “Seeing how happy Imperial Father is, I regret that I was unable to return a little sooner.”
    

    
      “No, you came at the perfect time. In fact, if things weren’t so chaotic in the Continent, I would have never called you until the promised time.”
    

    
      “I am aware. As such, I ask that, as per our promise, Imperial Father no longer concern himself with my personal affairs, including the issue of my marriage.”
    

    
      “Of course. Once I agree to something, I do it.”
    

    
      His son had been missing for several years and had finally returned, but the feeling imbued in the words bouncing between them was far from warm. This was the Emperor of a nation—no, several kingdoms combined—and his son, the Crown Prince.
    

    
      
        Bzzzt.
      
    

    
      Their gazes towards each other did not hold the intense affection between father and son, but was charged with a strange sort of competitiveness.
    

    
      “But may I ask what is happening right now? I see that the security in the Imperial City is very strict, which makes one think that Imperial Father has greatly weakened. If your strength has faltered, I humbly suggest that you concede the throne to your fully grown heir and rest in comfort with Imperial Mother. That way, Imperial Father can forget about all of the bothersome politics.”
    

    
      The Crown Prince, who arrived in the Empire via a teleportation array along with the Tower Master of the Imperial Magic Tower dispatched by the Imperial Family, did not hesitate to utter words that could be easily interpreted as treason.
    

    
      “Your former liege, the Lord of Nerman, must be a magnanimous person to have accepted a rude brat like you as his knight.”
    

    
      “He was hardly in the position to be picky. Still, Lord Kyre is truly worthy of respect. After all, he very properly taught me many things I was unable to learn in the palace.”
    

    
      “Is that so? I look forward to seeing what those things are.”
    

    
      Sparks were flying so intensely between them that it seemed they would unsheath their swords at any moment and begin dueling. Their relationship had always been like this. Both Emperor and son had a great deal of pride. They were both impatient to see the other go down, and every time they met, they only had barbed words to say to one another.
    

    
      “I will be sure to show Imperial Father very clearly. That aside, I heard that the bastard who declared the Dark Empire is well and properly insane. Is that true?”
    

    
      “Indeed. A real crazy bastard showed up and is causing a huge mess. A few days ago, Fort Chartryne on the border of Defort Kingdom was completely destroyed.”
    

    
      “Is that so? My delicate Imperial Mother must be worried sick.”
    

    
      “I imagine so.”
    

    
      “Do we not need to establish countermeasures?”
    

    
      “A countermeasure has already been established.”
    

    
      “Oh! As expected of Imperial Father! Pray tell, what is the countermeasure? Please bestow thy wisdom unto thy humble son.”
    

    
      “Huhuhu. I’m looking at it right now.
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “You are my countermeasure. Kuhahaha! What do you think? I will appoint you as the Commander, so how about you show me exactly what you learned under the Nerman Lord?”
    

    
      “As expected of Imperial Father. Imperial Father has prepared the most sure-fire countermeasure.”
    

    
      “That’s right, do what you think is best. This Empire will fall to you one day anyway. Grill or fry, do as you please! Hahaha!”
    

    
      Emperor Rubert of the Opern Empire let out a truly hearty laugh. It was a blessing that the Emperor’s office was enchanted with Silence magic, lest others hear the intense, terrifying conversation between father and son.
    

    
      “I shall accept with gratitude.”
    

    
      Up until a few days ago, the man bowing to the emperor in thanks was a knight with curly blue hair leading one of Nerman’s flights. He was the legitimate Crown Prince of the Opern Empire.
    

    
      His name was Ryker von Opern.
      

    

    
      “My lord, the one named Altakas is moving in earnest.”
    

    
      Even after Master’s whirlwind arrival, I was still uneasy. As long as Master, an 8th Circle archmage, was with us, we didn’t have to fear Altakas all that much. However, Nerman wasn’t the problem. Although I was far from a priest seeking to save the world, the thought of all the ordinary people of the Kallian Continent suffering from the Dark Empire’s atrocities made me lose all appetite.
    

    
      With the advent of wyverns, most wars on the Continent were settled with aerial combat. As such, it was the knights who bore the brunt of war rather than the common people. However, after the declaration of the Dark Empire, I heard that a flood of refugees were pouring through the borders, fleeing for their lives. It was said that the black mages were as wicked as the stories told and treated humans even worse than orcs. Considering that humans were even supplied to the soulless Death Wyverns as food, nothing more had to be said.
    

    
      “I wonder which kingdom will be next.”
    

    
      “The reports say that the Defort Kingdom’s Fort Chartyne, as well as a considerable amount of territory connected to the Laviter Empire, is completely covered with monsters. In addition, there are rumors that the same has occurred to the Yukane Kingdom.”
    

    
      ‘He is a truly terrifying bastard.’
    

    
      After the Lialion Kingdom, Altakas crushed the Defort and Yukane Kingdoms in mere moments. Earlier, I received an urgent letter from Rosiathe. She said that countless refugees were coming from the direction of the Laviter Empire, and according to the news carried by the refugees, a great number of imperial nobles were cooperating with the Dark Empire.
    

    
      “My liege, we must establish a countermeasure. Altakas will surely set his sights on Nerman and you next. According to the special recon teams dispatched to the Kovilan Mountains, the monsters are unusually active. If they attack us, the territory will be helpless to defend.”
    

    
      It was an emergency, so I could not gather all the knights. There was no knowing when something would happen, so everyone had to wait in their individual positions for further orders. As a result, it fell to Derval and me to come up with a countermeasure.
    

    
      ‘The place they will attack next is definitely the Havis Kingdom.’
    

    
      Altakas was steadily conquering one kingdom after another. If the imperial nobles were cooperating, things would be much easier for him.
    

    
      ‘Those stupid fools…’
    

    
      I had only clashed with him one time, but I knew that there was no way Altakas would allow the nobles to live. It was an obvious case of “killing the dog after the hunt”. Once the hunt was over, the imperial nobles who cooperated with him would definitely become monster dung.
    

    
      “What are your thoughts on my master, Sir Derval?”
    

    
      “Ah! Right, my liege’s master is here as well.” With the mention of Master Aidal, Derval’s face brightened. “Is your master truly an 8th Circle mage, my liege? It does seem correct, seeing as he was able to raise a magnificent disciple such as yourself, but as far as I know, the only human to have risen to the 8th Circle is the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal. I guess the world is truly wide and full of mysteries.”
    

    
      “You’re correct.”
    

    
      “What? What are you saying is correct…?”
    

    
      “My master is that very Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal.”
    

    
      “...!!” Derval stared at me wide-eyed. “S-Surely you jest?”
    

    
      He had never once taken my words as a joke before, but now, he was unable to believe me.
    

    
      “No. My master is the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal.”
    

    
      “Ah! H-Heavens…!”
    

    
      Just who was the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal? He was a legendary figure treated almost like a black mage, a man who had made the Continent tremble in fear 100 years ago. After hearing that such a person was my master, Derval’s face turned as white as a sheet.
    

    
      “He says he has left the past behind him and is living on the straight and narrow these days. You don’t need to worry.”
    

    
      “...My liege.”
    

    
      Derval’s voice trembled with fear, as if there was some terrible mob boss living among us. I could only imagine how other people would react when Derval was acting this way.
    

    
      ‘Ah! That’s right!’
    

    
      A certain thought suddenly occurred to me.
    

    
      “Derval, there’s still no movement from the magic towers, correct?”
    

    
      “Yes. Without the Tower Masters, they will find it difficult to take action. Also, they should know by now that their Tower Masters have become half-liches.”
    

    
      ‘Naisu!’
    

    
      Someone else’s pain could become a blessing for me, and that was exactly what was happening right now.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu… A person’s gotta think outside the box.’
    

    
      There was no need to conceal Master’s name. If the Continent was peaceful, simply uttering his name could get you stoned, but in the current times, an incarnation of evil far, far worse than Master had appeared. The time had come to sell off my Master.
    

    
      “The best way to contact the towers is probably through the Rubis Merchants, yes?”
    

    
      “Yes, but why…?”
    

    
      ‘Why do you think? The legend of Kallian’s magic world has appeared in the flesh, so all those small fries need to come crawling on their knees. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Of course, I couldn’t reveal my inner thoughts to Derval.
    

    
      “In order to save the Continent, we need the strength of the magic towers. I will write a letter, so have it delivered to them in secret as quickly as possible.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      Derval didn’t ask twice, energetically acknowledging the command after hearing that it should be done in secret.
    

    
      ‘Right, that’s also an option.’
    

    
      Altakas was flying high, acting like the whole world was in his palm. I resolved to prepare a nuclear missile that would deal him a crippling blow. 
    

    
      I was someone who would only be satisfied by giving a black eye for an eye, and not just a tooth for a tooth, but knocking out the whole damn mouth. Now, I was gearing up to unleash a counterattack the bastard wouldn’t forget.
    

    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 202: Master! Please Show Me Your Skills
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “All hail His Imperial Majesty of the Dark Empire! All hail! All haiiiil!”
    

    
      The 1 million people living in the Laviter Empire’s Imperial City were slaughtered in a single day. With their terrifyingly keen noses for the smell and heat of humans, the Death Knights and Hell Soldiers killed all people who had been their comrades and family members not long ago. After the killing, the bodies were left to rot. Bloated from the still-hot weather, the corpses gave off a sickening stench that pervaded the air all the way into the Imperial Palace.
    

    
      Sitting on the throne, Altakas raised a hand to silence the cheering black mages and Kerma priests. The only living beings within the Imperial City were about a hundred maids responsible for various tasks. All the other attendants became playthings for the Death Knights and died, and the soldiers and knights of the Imperial Guard had long been reborn as soldiers of the Dark Empire.
    

    
      “Oh mighty and wonderful Master of Darkness, I humbly offer my felicitations. The capitals of the Yukane, Lialion, and Defort Kingdoms have all been conquered.”
    

    
      “We offer our felicitations!”
    

    
      They were born as humans, but they treated people worse than objects. As ones who were addicted to the mana of turbid darkness, they knew not of love or mercy. These creatures driven solely by the urge to submit and destroy were praising their master.
    

    
      “Well done, my people. I shall make a new world for you, so continue to keep up the good work.”
    

    
      “By thy will!”
    

    
      For years, he played emperor among humans. But the imperial authority Altakas possessed without having fully recovered his strength was suffocating for him. Even as the emperor of an empire, he had to live while conscious of the gazes of others, something his corrupt soul found unbearable. But now, he could walk the path of the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction to his heart’s content.
    

    
      “Our next objective is Nerman. We shall guide the pitiful souls living there to Almighty Kerma, so make doubly sure that all preparations are perfect.”
    

    
      “By thy will!”
    

    
      To get to this point, Altakas had steadily built up his forces. He was getting close to 1,500 Death Skyknights and Death Wyverns that did not fear death. In addition, he had 10,000 Death Knights and 100,000 Hell Soldiers, as well as demon beasts and monsters tamed by dark energy. His forces might not be human, but he had a full regiment of thousands upon thousands of undead under his command. 
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu… This time, I will end you for sure.’
    

    
      The Lord of Nerman got away thanks to the unexpected appearance of an archspirit, but Altakas wasn’t worried in the least. He was resolved to use all his forces to eliminate all the beings living in Nerman, as well as Kyre, the man whose future he feared.
    

    
      And after crushing Nerman, he would turn the hundreds of thousands of monsters residing in the Rual Mountains and the Litore Mountains further ahead into his subordinates.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I think something terrible is going to happen. Monsters have been gathering at the border for some time. There have also been sightings of Death Wyvern formations.”
    

    
      The situation was so urgent that Rosiathe ran all the way without stopping to the border fort from the Havis Kingdom. When I heard about her arrival, I used the recently completed teleportation array to instantly reach the fort.
    

    
      Rosiathe was extremely anxious. To the Havis Kingdom, which was just barely starting to recover its national power, the Dark Empire was a terrible curse.
    

    
      “You must do exactly as I say from here on out.”
    

    
      “Yes. I will follow your words unconditionally.”
    

    
      Rosiathe nodded, showing her willingness to obey.
    

    
      “Quickly evacuate all your citizens towards the Delphiran Kingdom, the Gaetz Principality, or the Bajran Empire.”
    

    
      “Th-The citizens?”
    

    
      “Thankfully, the weather is still warm, so it is suitable for traveling. The plagues are also said to have calmed down, so you must issue the order as fast as possible.”
    

    
      “U-Understood.”
    

    
      Rosiathe nodded in acquiescence. However, I knew it wouldn’t be easy. The citizens were the foundation of a kingdom. Even if everything worked out well, without the people, there was essentially no Havis Kingdom. In addition, the fall harvest was coming up. Some of the people would be unwilling to leave their homes and fields.
    

    
      “Send all of your kingdom knights and soldiers to the rear forts or castles as well. The Dark Empire bastards are most certainly aiming for Nerman.”
    

    
      “But… if we do that, then Nerman…” Rosiathe looked at me with dark eyes, worried for me and Nerman.
    

    
      “Our preparations are perfect. After issuing all of the commands, you must immediately come here, Princess.”
    

    
      From their attack patterns, they appeared to be primarily aiming for capitals or important forts. They used overwhelming forces—that were warped in large numbers using teleportation arrays—to unleash destructive attacks. Such a feat would be impossible if not for the 8th Circle black magic swordsman Altakas.
    

    
      “I understand. I will do as you say, Lord Kyre,” Rosiathe said with a nod.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, just believe in me. Even if we die, we should die together.’
    

    
      Not to brag, but what other hero could save the Kallian Continent other than me? The other empires and kingdoms were far too cowardly to do anything big.
    

    
      “You must absolutely just give the commands and come here. You must be safe for the kingdom to have a future.”
    

    
      “Yes… I will definitely do so.”
    

    
      Rosiathe’s blue diamond eyes gleamed. Before I knew it, the office inside the fort was full of her faint pansy fragrance.
    

    
      ‘The table is all set. I won’t let anyone take it away from me.’
    

    
      After getting tricked by Master Aidal, I managed to find my place on the Kallian Continent with enormous difficulty. You couldn’t listen to the story of my tumultuous life without shedding a few tears. My dream, my paradise, was right in front of me. I couldn’t let a wicked black fly ruin everything.
    

    
      Most importantly, I was still a pure, unmarried bachelor. I never once entertained the thought of becoming a bachelor ghost doomed to partner up with an equally hapless virgin ghost.
    

    
      

    

    
      “I have a request.”
    

    
      “Do you? As long as it doesn’t require money or effort, I’ll happily oblige.”
    

    
      ‘He really leaves no openings.’
    

    
      In addition to being a perfect mage, his mental barricades were impeccable at all times. He was the leading expert in embodying the adage “there’s no such thing as free”.
    

    
      “I ask that you raise your disciple’s lacking eye of discernment.”
    

    
      “Yeah? How should I raise it? Should I introduce you to a good place for eye plastic surgery?”
    

    
      If someone spoke to you seriously, you shouldn’t answer them with a joke, but Master didn’t have a serious bone in his body. He had his feet on my office desk and was staring at me with a finger up his nose.
    

    
      ‘Who would believe that the one and only Archmage Aidal acts like this?’
    

    
      When he first baited me, he gave off the impression of the incredibly benevolent mage called Gandalf. But alas, Gandalf was a fantasy, and all I had was the big boss of all bums, Bumdalf.
    

    
      “I would like to see 8th Circle magic.”
    

    
      “8th Circle magic?”
    

    
      “Please show this disciple of yours the glorious realm you have ascended to.”
    

    
      “Indeed, you can call it a glorious realm. Who other than me has ascended to the 8th Circle in all of continental history? Mmmm, indeed, indeed.”
    

    
      Master Aidal was a skilled hand at flattering himself. Someone needed to break his fantasy.
    

    
      “That is actually wrong.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Master’s face of satisfaction as he picked his nose stiffened. From the twitching of his brows, I could tell his pride was wounded.
    

    
      “The man who declared the Dark Empire, Altakas, was already at the 8th Circle 200 years ago. And not only that, he’s also a Grand Blade Master in the sword! He’s an 8th Circle Magic Swordsman.”
    

    
      “Th-That’s because black magic is easy to learn.”
    

    
      “Hmmm… I wonder about that. According to the knowledge in my head, though black magic is easy to get into, it is difficult to ascend to higher circles. Isn’t that the case?”
    

    
      Where did all the memories loaded into my head come from? That’s right, they were from this Golden-Eyed Nosepicker sitting right there.
    

    
      “It’s ‘cause he’s lived longer than me.”
    

    
      Master was absolutely unwilling to acknowledge it.
    

    
      “Then he might also be the first in all of human history to ascend to the 9th Circle. Wow! I thought Master was amazing, but I guess not. If it’s true that one’s magic skills increase with age, I should also aim to live a long time.”
    

    
      At my exaggerated language, Master’s cheeks quivered.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu, come, it’s time for you to be baited.’
    

    
      With his advanced age, what did he have left? His unique, Aidal-patented pride and stubbornness, of course. I started poking the hive, hurling bait at the Master who once reeled me in for a few pennies in the past.
    

    
      “Let’s go! Let’s go, I’ll show you. I’ll show you once and for all that black magic is absolutely nothing!”
    

    
      I would have liked to fly immediately to Altakas and put an end to everything, but that wasn’t a good idea. If something were to happen to Master, there would be no helping the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      ‘Dear Altakas, you may feel a bit of fire up your butt today. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      I chuckled darkly in my head, thinking about the servants of darkness gathering unawares at the Havis Kingdom borders. Before Rosiathe returned to Havis, I got the kingdom’s key coordinates from her. And today, I would be introducing those bastards to my illustrious Master.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Everyone, just a little longer. Once we get past that point, it’ll be the Havis Kingdom.”
    

    
      At one point, they were distinguished soldiers of the Empire, but then, Emperor Hadveria suddenly declared the Dark Empire. When they heard about the atrocities that no human could commit, the Laviter soldiers left the barracks en masse. Even now, they were a group of over ten thousand moving towards the Bajran and Havis Kingdom borders. Half of them were soldiers, and half were Laviter Empire citizens who followed the soldiers onto the path of escape.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa! Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      They were walking straight ahead in grim silence when they heard the cries of wyverns behind them. The people lifted their heads.
    

    
      “Ahhh!”
    

    
      “Death Wyverns! Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”
    

    
      “Run! Ruuuuun!”
    

    
      On the way here, they had encountered Death Wyverns and Death Knights several times.
    

    
      
        Rummmmmble.
      
    

    
      To their dismay, far in the distance, a group of mounted units was heading their way, kicking up a cloud of dust.
    

    
      “D-Death Knights!”
    

    
      The horses had been turned into war chargers of death that primarily ate human flesh instead of grass. Hundreds of Death Knights riding such monstrous horses had appeared. Having already experienced the horror of being shot at with arrows as they fled, the people screamed as they scrambled madly to the border, unaware that the Havis Kingdom border fort was entirely unmanned.
    

    
      
        Swooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      The formation of 20 Death Wyverns began to swoop down onto the fleeing people.
    

    
      
        Bam! Ba-ba-bam!
      
    

    
      “Gaaaaaagh!”
    

    
      “Aghhh!”
    

    
      The Death Wyverns plummeted at an incredible speed, giving off the stench of death. They then grabbed human backs and heads with their steel-like claws. The flesh and heads in their vice-like claws were ripped away, blood fountaining out.
    

    
      The Death Knights that had quickly drawn near on horseback trampled over the elderly or young who had fallen behind, screams mixing with the sound of hooves meeting flesh.
    

    
      “Guhugh!”
    

    
      “Gugh…”
    

    
      Crushed by a rain of hooves, people were kicked aside, broken.
    

    
      “Waaaaaahhh! Mommmyyyy!!”
    

    
      The majority of the ones left in the rear were young children, the elderly, and women.
    

    
      
        Schwing, schwiiiing.
      
    

    
      An emotionless hell soldier mercilessly sliced off the head of the crying child.
    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-schwip. Babaaaam!
      
    

    
      Just then, a blue Blessed Spear punched through the body of one of the Death Knights that were cutting down the people. Skewered all the way into its horse, the Death Knight immediately fell to the ground with a great thud.
    

    
      However, it didn’t stay down for long. After falling off its horse, the Death Knight pulled out the spear that had penetrated its body with a sickening squelch, raising its emotionless black eyes to look for the enemy above.
    

    
      “What’re you looking at, bitch?! Show some respect! Burn Flare!”
    

    
      At that moment, a rough curse and magic incantation rang out above its head.
    

    
      
        Booooooom!
      
    

    
      A ball of sparks fell onto the Death Knight.
    

    
      
        Fwooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      Not even a mighty Death Knight could avoid the flames of this spell. The Death Knight’s body was burnt to a crisp where it stood.
    

    
      “How dare these stinky bastards flap around! Fuck off, you rotten shits!”
    

    
      “Master! Don’t forget to show me your skills.”
    

    
      “Just wait. Oh! Good, that one’ll make a good target. Revolving Fire Storm!”
    

    
      Of the two people who appeared out of nowhere about 5 meters in the air, the mage with a long, flowing beard uttered an incantation.
    

    
      
        Schwaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      The spell sucked in all the surrounding atmospheric mana, a sign that it was an incredible spell.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      Screeching, the Death Wyverns flew fiercely towards the new enemy that had appeared.
    

    
      
        Swooooooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      But then, it was over. A storm of rotating flames descended upon the flight of Death Wyverns, which had spread out in order to slaughter the fleeing people.
    

    
      
        Fwooooooooooooooooooooooosh. KWEEEEEHHHHH! KYAAAAAAAAAAK!
      
    

    
      They supposedly didn’t feel pain, but the throats of the burning Death Wyverns quivered with ear-splitting screams.
    

    
      “Ehh, there are five wyverns left over there.”
    

    
      “My poor bones. This is already the third time today. This is exhausting, even for me.”
    

    
      “Really? I’m sure this would be no problem for Altakas…”
    

    
      “Where are they?! Where?! Aha, there they are! Blink!”
    

    
      As soon as Altakas was mentioned, the elderly mage immediately used Blink to reach a straggler.
    

    
      “Flame Cannon!”
    

    
      Then, he unleashed a single-target spell, the 6th Circle Flame Cannon.
    

    
      
        Booooooom!
      
    

    
      An enormous ball of magic smashed into the Death Wyvern’s back.
    

    
      
        Fwoooooooooooooosh!
      
    

    
      The Death Skyknight was enveloped into the raging flames along with its wyvern.
    

    
      “Stop right there, you bastards!”
    

    
      After handling one, the elderly mage turned his furious gaze towards the next victim. All of the fleeing people dazedly watched the unbelievable sight.
    

    
      “K-Kyre… that person is the Lord of Nerman, Kyre!”
    

    
      “YEAAHHHHHHHH! IT’S KYRE THE INVINCIBLE!”
    

    
      A soldier who was once captured as a prisoner in Nerman recognized one of the two mages. That was Count Kyre, a man who was known among the Laviter Army as an invincible knight. He appeared out of nowhere and was annihilating the Death Wyverns and Death Knights.
    

    
      And with just two people!
    

    
      

      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 203: Dear Black Dungfly, Altakas
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Th-This is…”
    

    
      “Wh-What, Archmage Aidal is…”
    

    
      With the Tower Master and 7th Circle Vice-master of the Ildorian Tower gone, even after the Emperor of the Laviter Empire declared the Dark Empire with black mages, the mages of the tower were frozen with uncertainty, unable to react. On top of that, the mages had been shocked silly by the widespread rumors that people who looked like the Tower Masters had been spotted among the Dark Empire’s mages. While they were in a daze of inaction, they received a secret letter through the Rubis Merchants. In that letter was a shocking fact.
    

    
      The Golden-Eyed Reaper, Aidal, issued a command to all of Kallian’s mages. In the name of mana, all mages who used white magic were to convene in Nerman, regardless of status. 
    

    
      Trembling, the mages passed the letter around, panicking. 100 years had passed since the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal disappeared. But that man appeared once again 100 years later in an act that seemed to defy the river of time.
    

    
      “What should we do?”
    

    
      “What do you mean, what should we do? This the command of an 8th Circle archmage. At a time like this, when the mana of darkness is rampaging in the world, who do you think us white mages should be following?”
    

    
      “Exactly so. We should immediately comply if it is a command from the great Aidal. I’m sure you all know the fate of the mages who defied him.”
    

    
      When that was said, all of the mages trembled. In the past, Aidal had a terrifying way of knowing if a mage disobeyed or slandered him. He would summon that mage and quietly seal their mana. With every passing day, a tenth of the mana they once possessed would trickle away. They didn’t die, but for mages, not having mana was equal to death.
    

    
      That was exactly why all mages feared Aidal. He was a violent and petty man who would never forgive anyone for defying his commands. Such a person was calling all mages.
    

    
      “Isn’t there a chance that it isn’t Aidal?”
    

    
      “Even so, we must go. The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, is the only person who can overcome this crisis. We must join forces with him.”
    

    
      “But the magic tower is enemies with him, is it not?”
    

    
      “What luxury do we have to jabber about enemies at a time like this?! The black mages of the Dark Empire could rush in at any moment and turn us into their slaves. Instead of doing nothing, the correct thing to do is to gather in Nerman and come up with a solution.”
    

    
      “Indeed! Let us hurry and go to Nerman!”
    

    
      “Let us do that, then. At this time, without the Tower Masters and the 7th Circle mages, the 8th Circle Archmage Aidal is the pillar for us white mages.”
    

    
      The 6th Circle mages unanimously called the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal their ‘pillar’, all of them looking like they had seen the light of salvation. They had lost their Tower Masters, as well as the 7th Circle mages. Aidal was a beacon of hope for them to one day reach the upper circles, so they did not hesitate. 
    

    
      When it came down to it, mages were people who lived and died for magic. They had already scrubbed out the memory of the Aidal of 100 years ago. 
    

    
      And so, Aidal’s command was faithfully delivered to the major magic towers on the Continent. All the other magic towers were the same as the Ildorian Magic Tower. They scrambled to praise the infamous outcast and pariah of the magic world, Aidal, as the great pillar of the white magic world who would save the world.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “We must go to Nerman. We need to go there and fight the priest of the Evil God Kerma by Lord Kyre’s side.”
    

    
      “Yes. Priestess Aramis and her outstanding holy power is also there, is she not? We must join forces.”
    

    
      “According to our intel, the forces of the Dark Empire are moving towards Nerman. We must go to Nerman at once rather than standing dumbly around like we are now.”
    

    
      “...This has all come about because of our corrupted ways. The Gods have become enraged and have given us such a trial. Now… we must repent. And the only way to do so is to save the world from the dirty clutches of the Evil God.”
    

    
      The speakers were priests from the temple of the Goddess of Destiny, Pallan, the first of the Great God Adeine’s children. After the Cardinal and the high ranking priests went to the Laviter Empire, all contact with them was cut off. At first, the temple believed that the Cardinal and the others were locked up in prison, like the rumors said. In the entire history of the Kallian Continent, no human kings or emperors had ever killed a cardinal, so they thought there was just a slight misunderstanding.
    

    
      But after the Dark Empire was declared, the temples realized the truth. The Emperor of the Dark Empire, Hadveria, had long since killed all the cardinals and important priests.
    

    
      “Then we are in agreement. We shall gather the paladins and the priests with outstanding holy power and go to Nerman.”
    

    
      One of the few remaining high ranking priests, Amorent, was elected to temporarily preside over the meeting of priests. With two thumps of a wooden hammer, he concluded the meeting.
    

    
      ‘Everything is on your shoulders. Lord of Nerman, Kyre… I think you are the only one who can save the world.’
    

    
      Amorent only met him a single time, but the Lord of Nerman left a deeper impression on him than anyone else he had encountered. He felt the absolute love of god he had tasted through the holy power of Priestess Aramis surging in his chest anew.
    

    
      ‘Oh Goddess of Destiny… may you please guide us pitiful humans to the path of salvation.’
    

    
      Closing his eyes, he offered a sincere prayer inside his heart. Above his bowed head, sparkled a small light.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “My liege, the number of refugees is enormous. It is already exceeding 200,000.” Derval passed on the report coming in from the border fort. “The heroic deeds you and Archmage Aidal displayed have resulted in soldiers and citizens of the Laviter Empire attempting to come to the territory no matter what. Truly amazing, my liege.”
    

    
      Derval called it amazing, but I was thinking, ‘Heroic deeds my ass.’
    

    
      If he knew the inside story, Derval wouldn’t utter such praise. Master granted lightning and fury to the Dark Empire bastards to the point of running out of mana, all in a contest of pride against Altakas. About one hundred Dark Empire Death Wyverns at the Havis Kingdom borders bade adieu to the world after eating the fireballs that had Master’s pride hanging on them. 
    

    
      It was that farce that Derval and the people were praising as ‘heroic deeds’. If not for the thick skin on my face, I would have gone red with embarrassment.
    

    
      “Is the acceptance of the refugees going well?”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege. It is just that I am once again awed by your foresight in preparing for such a day. We are using the sleeping tents left by the Havis and Laviter invaders in the past to construct a large-scale refugee camp. Thankfully, the weather is neither hot nor cold, so no one is suffering.”
    

    
      “Purchase more military tents through the merchant groups. And do not allow any refugees to starve. How sad would it be for them to hunger when they’ve already lost their homes.”
    

    
      “My liege…” Once again, Derval was completely moved. He looked at me with red eyes. “I thank the gods every day, truly. How could I not be thankful to the gods who granted the inadequate me such a merciful and awesome liege? My liege, I sincerely admire you!”
    

    
      If something this catastrophic happened to regular people living in 21st century Korea, it was natural that the globally-connected people of Earth would gather donations or send relief supplies. But such a thing wasn’t natural here in Kallian. No matter how stricken the lands were with famine, the nobles had no interest in the people. Even if they begrudgingly offered food, they would profiteer by tacking on an enormous interest or create debts to turn the people into serfs. It was because this world lacked people as merciful as me that Derval was so moved.
    

    
      ‘Admiration is fine and all, but we need to settle this mess quickly.’
    

    
      I saw the violence of the Dark Empire’s knights with my own two eyes. They cut down people, regardless of whether they were women or children, as if they were felling wheat. I had to end them once and for all. Only then did I feel that I would be able to put my feet up and sleep at ease.
    

    
      “Derval, there’s somewhere I have to go real quick.”
    

    
      “Pardon? Where are you going?”
    

    
      It wasn’t my first time disappearing for one or two days at a time, but because of the Laviter Imperial Capital incident, Derval had become more of a worrywart. His face instantly changed from an emotionally touched expression to one of deep worry.
    

    
      “I plan on asking the Temir for help.”
    

    
      “Ah, yes… I forgot about them.”
    

    
      The Havis Kingdom said they would reinforce us with the entirety of the kingdom’s forces, 200 Skyknights. But there wasn’t much word from the other kingdoms or empires yet.
    

    
      ‘The mages will come soon. But everything will hinge on having more forces.’
    

    
      The situation was so dire that I would have liked to extend a hand to the Golden Magic Tower that could be called Master’s sworn enemy. It was said that the reclusive society of mages was composed entirely of 7th Circle mages. With our side sorely lacking high level firepower, I was desperate enough to bend over backwards for their help. But there was Master’s pride to consider, so I erased all thought of that.
    

    
      “I’ll be back as soon as possible.”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      “You don’t have to worry about Altakas. Though by now, he should be steaming with anger.”
    

    
      “Huh? He’s mad?”
    

    
      Even Derval didn’t know about what I did on the sly. Using a lumikar I got from Black Fox, the black merchant who came to do business with me in the past, I wrote down a little something and sent a private letter to Altakas. I had a feeling that the black merchants that silently disappeared along with the Dark Empire’s appearance were closely linked to Altakas.
    

    
      And well, if I was off the mark, then whatever. It was no skin off my back.
      

    

    
      “Y-YOUUUU!!!!!”
    

    
      Because he had waited 200 years for this moment, the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, Altakas, made sure his preparations were perfect. He was steadily conquering the neighboring kingdoms by using black magic to mind control the demon beasts that could in turn control legions of monsters. For the key facilities, like the royal capitals, he used the half-lich mages to instantly rain down hell and seize control while the command line was in chaos. Using that method, he seized three capitals, and now, he set his sights on Nerman, the core opposition the Dark Empire faced in the western and northern continent.
    

    
      “You dare… spout such nonsense to me… argh!”
    

    
      Crumpled in his hand was the letter from the Nerman Lord, Kyre.
    

    
      Dear Black Dungfly Altakas,
    

    
      Thanks so much for the present you gave me last time. I’ve been preparing a grand party for you. If you really call yourself an 8th Circle magic swordsman, then do your best to muster the courage to visit Nerman. My master, the Archmage Aidal, said he would do you the honor of slapping your naughty butt to fix your bad boy ways. He really wants you to come.
    

    
      If you don’t come even after this much provocation, you’re not the Emperor of the Dark Empire, but a real dungfly. Since you’re gonna come, let’s go at it on the first day of the month of Bormio in two weeks.
    

    
      From,
    

    
      The Great Lord of Nerman, Kyre
    

    
      That was what was written in the short and concise letter.
    

    
      
        Fwooooosh.
      
    

    
      Flames of rage emerged from Altakas’ hand, burning up the letter.
    

    
      “Aidal… that bastard was alive.”
    

    
      The white mage ascended to the 8th Circle after he did. It was only after he gained a human body that he came to know of Aidal.
    

    
      “He must be the reason why that bastard Kyre was able to become a 7th Circle magic swordsman. Aidal… kukuku.”
    

    
      He was furious, but the desire to win stirred up within him as well. He thought he was the only person in human history to rise to the 8th Circle, but Aidal managed it after him. The Nerman Lord, Kyre, was merely an insignificant bug at this point in time. He’d already met him once and had seen the limits of the boy’s current abilities, so Altakas did not fear him. But Aidal was a different story.
    

    
      “O-Oh Master of Dark Mana. Something terrible has happened!”
    

    
      His fighting spirit was surging up at the thought of Aidal when suddenly, a black mage entered the throne room.
    

    
      “What is it,” gritted Altakas with irritation.
    

    
      “An unknown 8th Circle mage has appeared near the Havis Kingdom borders! I am told he and the Lord of Nerman are indiscriminately killing the Death Wyverns and Death Knights,” said the black mage, panic in his voice.
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The mage quivered in silence.
    

    
      “Morons.”
    

    
      One cold word full of rage was uttered.
    

    
      “...Gugh!”
    

    
      As soon as the word was spoken, a transparent mana sword appeared next to the black mage’s neck and plunged into his mouth.
    

    
      “I will do as you wish. Aidal, and you… I will burn you all to death. All of you. Kuhahahahahaha!”
    

    
      His conquering of the Continent was going so easily that he felt a little regret. Altakas decided to smash Nerman in an instant.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Late at night, Aramis went to the Temple of Neran.
    

    
      There, she found a man kneeling on the floor of the temple, his head bowed in prayer. He was the Lord of Nerman, and the man she loved.
    

    
      ‘He has been praying like this every day since that day…’
    

    
      Since the day he returned without the beastmen, Kyre showed up every dawn to pray alone. He did not draw crosses or recite dedications to the gods, but he knelt for a long time in utter stillness, silently bowing his head before God. And she knew from the dampness he left that he wept every time.
    

    
      ‘Haah…’
    

    
      Day after day, he showed others his smiling face. There was nothing about the situation that should elicit a smile, but he did his best to be a sturdy pillar for everyone. And yet, he was in such pain. He knew how to weep for the knights who died for his sake.
    

    
      Aramis felt her eyes grow wet with tears. Priests were not the only children of God. It was people like him, people who could cry tears of pain for someone else, who were the children loved by God.
    

    
      ‘I love and respect you. I wish to stay a woman who can love you until the day I part from this world, no, even in my next life. My… dear…’
    

    
      Tears of overwhelming love dripped down her cheeks. She gazed upon the holy relic of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, praying with all her heart that she would never forget the wish she made today.
      

    

  
    
      
         Chapter 204: The Wisdom of Tarkania
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Nerman is in your capable hands.”
    

    
      “Just go ahead and suck the life out of your old Master already, you rascal,” complained Master Aidal, the only person in the world I could believe in right now,
    

    
      “I am sure that with you, an archmage, that bastard Altakas won’t be able to do a thing to Nerman.”
    

    
      “Of course. What could that pitch-black mage do with me around? Just trust me and come back soon.”
    

    
      “If you are uncomfortable anywhere, please let me know.”
    

    
      “Huhu, there are none. I’m very satisfied. If I knew it’d be like this, I would’ve come from Earth earlier.”
    

    
      Unfortunately, Master had taken a liking to my Nerman mansion and all of its 21st century’s conveniences.
    

    
      
        Knock knock.
      
    

    
      “Tower Master Aidal! The mages are waiting.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes, I’m coming.”
    

    
      On top of that, Master was getting top treatment from the mages of the territory. When I revealed he was the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal, it was nearly delirious joy rather than fear that filled the faces of the mages. Truly, mages were wicked little bastards who knew no kin or sin in front of magic.
    

    
      ‘I will find it on my own. The wall of the 8th Circle… I will topple it, without fail.’
    

    
      It was my journey to walk. Even Master Aidal could do nothing for me.
    

    
      I was departing on that journey. More specifically, I was going to the Temple of the Temir folk, which housed the relic of the Gold Dragon Tarkania who became a 9th Circle black mage with a human body after descending to the Middle Realm for amusement.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “L-Lord Kyre is still alive…”
    

    
      A letter flew in from Nerman to the Kesmire Kingdom, which had attacked the Laviter Imperial Capital according to Kyre’s plan. Over 100 Skyknights lost their lives in the unexpected attack of black mages and Death Wyverns, and when Kyre told them to run, they retreated without looking back.
    

    
      “I’m so glad. I’m so, so glad.”
    

    
      When the Kingdom received information that Kyre died and that Emperor Hadveria declared the Dark Empire, the Kesmire Kingdom halted all operations, focusing their energy on figuring out the scale of the storm that would blow over the continent.
    

    
      “Hmph, he sure is tenacious.”
    

    
      Unlike Chrisia, who was tearfully clutching the letter sent by Kyre, Elsia was pursing her lips. She was still deeply upset that the Kingdom’s precious Skyknights lost their lives because of Kyre.
    

    
      “You need to be thankful to Lord Kyre, Sister. If not for him, your life would have been forfeit.”
    

    
      “I’m grateful for that, but if not for him, such a thing wouldn’t have happened in the first place.”
    

    
      “It is an operation Royal Father permitted anyway. Putting the blame on Lord Kyre is not something a royal of Kesmire should do.”
    

    
      Elsia pursed her lips, shutting her mouth. Kyre was the one who proposed the attack on the Laviter Imperial Capital, but it was the King of Kesmire who agreed and actively offered his cooperation. Moreover, Elsia didn’t have much ground to argue when she was admittedly blinded by the treasures of the Imperial Palace.
    

    
      “Not like I said anything,” she grumbled. “I just said he’s amazing for coming back alive.”
    

    
      Elsia didn’t have a bad temperament, but after growing up on the rough seas, she was clumsy at expressing her feelings. Chrisia looked at her brusque sister with a small smile.
    

    
      “Your Highnesses, His Majesty the King wishes to see you.”
    

    
      “Royal Father does?”
    

    
      “Yes. He has also convened the commanders of every fleet and the nobles.”
    

    
      The two women were surprised by the knight’s words.
    

    
      “This is only right. We can’t just cower like whipped dogs. The law of the sea is to do unto others ten times what is done to you. We must… get revenge.”
    

    
      “Yes. Most of the casualties were my subordinates… I will never forgive that crazy emperor bastard.”
    

    
      Though they were princesses, the two were commanders leading major fleets in the Kesmire Kingdom. Their fighting spirit blazed at the King’s summons. Although they had suffered an unexpected blow, they would not back down.
    

    
      The law and pride of the Kesmire Kingdom that prided itself as the rulers of the rough sea would not allow that.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “The Great Guardian Warrior has come! The Great Guardian Warrior has come!!!!”
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!”
    

    
      ‘Woah…’
    

    
      When I landed in the clearing of the temple where Lokoroïa resided, thousands of warriors joined their voices in a resounding cheer, welcoming me with greater fervor than the territory’s knights. 
    

    
      ‘It’s been a while.’
    

    
      It didn’t feel like much time had passed, but it had. The Temir Temple wasn’t terribly far from the territory, but I simply hadn’t had the time to come all this way.
    

    
      “K-Kyre!”
    

    
      The lass opened the door of the temple, calling my name.
    

    
      ‘Woah!’
    

    
      I turned my head towards her familiar voice and felt my body stiffen in shock.
    

    
      “Why did it take you so long? I’ve been waiting.”
    

    
      A woman was running towards me. The cute, golden-haired girl I remembered was nowhere to be seen. Instead, an approximately 165 cm tall, slender beauty was charging at me full sprint.
    

    
      While I was staring at her in a daze, she jumped into my arms.
    

    
      “L-Lokoroïa?”
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s me. Your lifelong partner, Lokoroïa.”
    

    
      The kid—no, woman!—raised her head from my chest to respond, smiling radiantly.
    

    
      ‘Just when did you grow this big! Is it… really okay for you to have such a sexy figure?!’
    

    
      She was smiling from ear to ear. It wasn’t that long ago that she was running around with tiny boobs and a short body, but in just a few months, she shot up like a bean sprout.
    

    
      ‘Hmm…’
    

    
      In addition, my downward pointing eyes glimpsed two significant something somethings.
    

    
      ‘Killer. Just killer.’
    

    
      She wasn’t nurtured by dairy cows like Hyneth, but Lokoroïa’s boobs made me nod in satisfaction. They weren’t even mine, but I couldn’t suppress my surprise.
    

    
      “Wow! Lokoroïa, you’ve really grown.”
    

    
      I stroked the head of this Great Shaman, who was like a god to the Temir people.
    

    
      “I don’t get it either. My mana quantity suddenly grew, and then I just started shooting up. Hoho, take a look at these breasts. I think I can definitely bear the Great Guardian Warrior’s children now.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      There was no page called embarrassment in Lokoroïa’s books. She was cupping her bountiful chest with a satisfied grin.
    

    
      “A-Amazing,” I stuttered, my face reddening.
    

    
      “Right? I knew you’d like them, Great Guardian Warrior.”
    

    
      ‘W-What does she mean by that?’
    

    
      Lokoroïa had completely seen through my facade to the instinct lurking deep within me. She might be young, but she was absolutely not to be underestimated.
    

    
      “Hurry, come in. The Great Guardian Warrior has come, so we cannot stand around like this. Heed me!”
    

    
      “May you impart your will!”
    

    
      At a single word of the lass, every warrior bowed his head.
    

    
      “We shall hold a grand welcoming ceremony today, so do not neglect the preparations.”
    

    
      “YEAAAAAHHH!”
    

    
      The Temir warriors burst out in a cheer, rejoicing with such elation that they seemed to have nothing to do with what was happening on the Continent at the moment.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, nothing’ll come out of worrying you guys. Ignorance is bliss.’
    

    
      Unlike the incredibly complicated people of the Continent, the Temir knew how to find joy in the little things. In my eyes, they were the truly happy ones blessed by the gods.
    

    
      

    

    
      “We’ll need to dispatch troops, right…?”
    

    
      “Yes, most likely.”
    

    
      At an abandoned fort located on the border between the Kerpe and Tove Kingdoms in the Kobionne Mountains, two friends were tipping their glasses, having met for the first time in a while. It was the general of the Kerpe Kingdom, Duke Hardaim, and the advisor of the Tove Kingdom, Duke Galphois. Once the storm that was the Bajran Empire invasion abated and everything calmed down, they were left with nothing to do. The two of them had dreamed of glorious futures for their kingdoms, but the power they had left was barely enough to maintain the kingdom’s existence.
    

    
      “How laughable that I must join in to help the person who was my enemy a day before.”
    

    
      Duke Hardaim, who was defeated in a duel with the master of Nerman, Kyre, smiled bitterly.
    

    
      “My position is no less laughable. I trusted you guys and invaded the Onsk Kingdom, but had to scramble back in a hurry… after paying the war reparations, the kingdom’s treasury is as empty as this bottle.”
    

    
      The two dukes, the figures hailed as the cores of the Kerpe and Tove Kingdoms, laughed hollowly as they thought about sending troops to the culprit behind their sorry plights.
    

    
      “But still, it’s fun. I didn’t think another day would come for me to wield my spear, but we must wage war with the Laviter Em—  No, the Dark Empire.”
    

    
      “Agreed. It will take at least 30 years to recover the kingdom’s national power. What guarantee is there that we’ll still be alive for all those years? We should thank Hadveria, no, that Altakas guy, for giving us the opportunity to fight one last time before we waste away.”
    

    
      Duke Galphois knew the importance of information more than anyone. He had recently come to know that the Emperor of the Dark Empire was not Hadveria, but a 8th Circle black magic swordsman named Altakas.
    

    
      “To think that he’s strong enough to crush Lord Kyre in one hit… Just how strong is that bastard?”
    

    
      “As an 8th Circle black magic swordsman, he must be beyond our imagination.”
    

    
      “Dammit, was the bastard born holding a sword and sucked mana instead of milk? Why’s he so fucking strong.”
    

    
      In front of his friend, Hardaim freely spat out curses.
    

    
      “Still, let’s not hate him. The poor sop doesn’t have a friend he can have a drink with like this, no?”
    

    
      “Haha, you’re right about that. A man of absolute strength without a single friend… is more pitiful than I.”
    

    
      Hardaim let out a laugh of mirth. Though the topic was grim, his eyes were sparkling. This world was full of people stronger than himself. He was enjoying the fact that he still had something to strive for.
    

    
      “Our kingdom is pretty much ready. Onsk, Gapitz, Dapis, and Indesse have also agreed to dispatch Skyknights. All things aside, they’re not idiots. They know that if Nerman falls, the blade will fall on them next.”
    

    
      “Kuviran, Andain, Pakinch, and Yohaim say they are sending Skyknights as well. I never dreamed a continental allied force would come to be in my lifetime… All sorts of things happen in life, don’t they.”
    

    
      “Hearing that from you, I guess you’re old now too.”
    

    
      “It’s not just me, my friend. A little bird told me you became a grandpa recently. Congratulations, Old Man Galphois.”
    

    
      “The years really flew by. I used to run with all my might towards the sun that comes up every morning, but I’ve already reached the age matching that sunset over there…”
    

    
      Duke Galphois, who had a handsome head of graying golden hair, reflected on his life while gazing at the last flickers of sunset disappearing over the Kobionne Mountains.
    

    
      “I have no regrets. When it comes to life and death, God’s scales are impartial to all, no matter who they are. I lived doing my very best. And because I have you as my friend, I need not envy anyone.”
    

    
      “Thank you, my friend…”
    

    
      With those words, the two grew silent. They stood shoulder to shoulder, and as they watched the sun slowly go down, they remembered the sun that was once as lively as their lives…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘With indiscriminate mana and a human’s inborn abilities, those who are faithful to their emotions can reach the 9th Circle…’
    

    
      I was in the underground chamber that still hummed with the wisdom of the founder of the Temir people, the Gold Dragon Tarkania. My eyes lingered on the message about reaching the 9th Circle written on the stone slate I’d read in the past.
    

    
      “All this time, I have worked hard to train according to Father’s wisdom. Seven circles have formed in my chest.”
    

    
      Lokoroïa smashed her way to the 7th Circle faster than me, as if to prove she was truly a daughter of a dragon, a dragonia. She was an absolutely amazing woman.
    

    
      “May I stay here and study for a little while?”
    

    
      “Of course. The Great Guardian Warrior is essentially my clone. Father would happily permit it too.”
    

    
      Lokoroïa smiled toothily, casually giving me her permission. I was thankful. This place was forbidden to everyone except for me. Seriously, you had to stick to the mighty in order to get a little whiff of greatness.
    

    
      I picked up a magic tome from the bookshelf.
    

    
      [The Origin and Terminus of Mana]
    

    
      The magic book was written in ancient Runic.
    

    
      I gently turned to the first page.
    

    
      ‘The undiscriminating nature of mana…’
    

    
      Comparing what I read to the magic knowledge Master engraved in my head, I slowly turned the pages.
    

    
      『Be it an upper circle mage or a mage who has just begun their journey, mana will never refuse them.
    

    
      For mana, nothing is dirty or unsightly. There is no birth or death.
    

    
      Only those who realize mana’s undiscriminating nature will come face to face with mana’s true form.』
    

    
      That was something all regular mages knew. And yet, it was a little different. I couldn’t quite put it into words, but the definition of mana was tinged with a cold, rational edge.
    

    
      I moved to the next page.
    

    
      『That logic also holds the method to reach the ultimate magic.
    

    
      All things are made to exist. One must never fear or grow impatient.
    

    
      Those who have realized the attributelessness and undiscriminating nature of mana will gain the power to realize magic with but a single thought.
    

    
      But not all can reach that point. Only one who can utilize and realize the true form of mana, that which exists and then does not exist, can become a friend of mana.
    

    
      An equal partner who neither rules nor is ruled over.』
    

    
      It was difficult. It seemed easy at first glance, but the basic theory of mana was actually incredibly abstruse. Although it sounded different from what Master said about not needing anything in the world other than magic, the meaning was the same. You had to sincerely desire to become a friend of mana, where a million fake friends were unnecessary as long as you had one true friend. Rather than being someone who used mana, the relationship one should have with mana was one of helping and being helped.
    

    
      I closed my eyes. Then, I thought about what I’d considered mana to be up until now.
    

    
      Someone once said that the moment you realized you were late was the fastest start. It wasn’t too late for me to revise my thoughts.
    

    
      I emptied my mind.
    

    
      At this moment, at this point when I needed to gain a new enlightenment, I discarded all trivial thoughts. Right now, I wanted to try losing myself to my mana, my magic, and that intense love that I needed to find within me.
    

    
      Until the moment I achieved enlightenment.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘I know you can do it.’
    

    
      Lokoroïa silently watched her Great Guardian Warrior. He had always treated her like a kid, and thanks to him, she was able to escape the clutches of the black mages and become the Great Shaman she was today, one capable of safely absorbing Father’s wisdom. The man who made it all possible was deeply lost in thought.
    

    
      ‘The Temir warriors will be able to die for you while smiling to the end. Just like how I feel…’
    

    
      As she looked at the meditating Kyre, Lokoroïa made her plans. She already knew. She knew that a powerful black mage had appeared on the Continent and was wreaking havoc. And she knew that her beloved Great Guardian Warrior, Kyre, would need to stop him.
    

    
      She smoothly rose to her feet and quietly left. This was all she could do for him. Enlightenment was not something you could share, but something that belonged to you alone.
    

    
      In her heart, she prayed that Kyre would be successful in breaking the wall and reaching a whole new realm.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 205: Those Coming to Nerman
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Your Majesty, it is my humble belief that our empire must also dispatch troops in order to interrupt Altakas’ unreasonable ambition.”
    

    
      “Do you think so as well?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty. Altakas is aiming for the Central Continent right now, but he will never forget his past grudge. If the Central Continent falls, his next target will be our empire.”
    

    
      Inside the Imperial Palace of the Ice Empire, Haildrian, the white-haired Tsarina Anastasia was conversing with a 7th Circle mage and a duke of the Empire, Aquilion.
    

    
      “I know that as well. The violent Altakas would never spare Haildrian.”
    

    
      “We must send our Skyknights to Nerman at once. According to word from the Kesmire Kingdom, the Lord of Nerman, Kyre, is requesting help. I believe he will soon go up against Altakas in a fight that will decide the fate of the continent.”
    

    
      “Yes, of course we must send troops. Kyre is not only the hero of Kallian, but the husband-to-be I have chosen for Tiavel. He cannot be left to die.”
    

    
      Sending troops was already an established fact between the two of them. However, it was not an easy decision to make. If not for Altakas, they would have never even thought of sending troops to the Central Continent. The Ice Empire had always wanted to live quietly in their own world, but they could do so no longer. For the first time since the Empire’s founding, it was decided that an intercontinental expedition would be dispatched.
    

    
      “Handle things according to your discretion. Inform the Kesmire Kingdom and prepare additional transport carriers as needed. And prepare at least 300 Haildrian Skyknights of excellent skill.”
    

    
      “By thy imperial will.”
    

    
      Ruling the Empire as a tsarina was not easy. But the blood of the imperial family was not ordinary blood. Through their veins flowed a strength that did not find them lacking to rule a massive empire.
    

    
      And so, the Tsarina decided on dispatching Haildrian troops, determined to completely obliterate the curse of Altakas once and for all…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “He disappeared?”
    

    
      “Yes. Currently in Nerman, the mage assumed to be Aidal and the territory knights are preparing for battle.”
    

    
      “Kukuku. Sending me a challenge and then disappearing… I don’t know what little game he’s playing, but it’s futile.”
    

    
      Even Altakas had to admit that the Lord of Nerman was a bag of clever tricks. When he was still acting as the Emperor of Laviter, he nearly dropped his act at Kyre’s vicious provocation. But the patience he cultivated for over 200 years held him down, and he was able to proceed according to his perfect plan to the present day.
    

    
      “Oh Master of Darkness, we await thy command. A legion of 1,000,000 monsters, 100,000 Hell Soldiers, 10,000 Death Knights, and 1,500 Death Wyverns and Skyknights has been prepared. On top of that, we have a battalion of 500 black mages and 10 half-liches of the 7th Circle standing at the ready. With thy command, we could turn Nerman into a sea of fire as soon as today.”
    

    
      The Tower Master of the Shining Magic Tower, Galuiace, advised Altakas with a passionate voice. Hundreds of demon beasts living in the Kovilan Mountains were intoxicated by darkness mana and joined their ranks, and the demon beasts were moving the motley of monsters living in the mountains towards Nerman, accompanied by the hundred black mages who were controlling the beasts.
    

    
      “Not yet. According to the report coming from the black information merchants, the continent’s kingdoms, temples, and magic tower mages are gathering in Nerman.”
    

    
      “They are merely worthless low-level forces anyway.”
    

    
      “I know. That is why this is an opportunity. There is no need to go around to each one to annihilate them. Once Nerman falls, the Kallian Continent will essentially be in my hands. Kuhahahahaha!”
    

    
      Altakas even felt gratitude to the man who provoked him, Kyre. The grand dream that was born when he first learned black magic was finally coming to fruition—continental conquest and eternal rule. The moment the Kallian Continent was in his hands, Altakas planned on turning himself into a lich. A lich violated God’s laws, but he would obtain an immortal body that could live forever.
    

    
      And then, he would challenge it. The path of a great 9th Circle spellcaster capable of fighting a dragon.
    

    
      “Did you find the relic of Tarkania I mentioned?”
    

    
      “About that… we are inquiring through all possible avenues. The black information merchants are looking into it, so there should be news about it soon.”
    

    
      “He is a legendary figure in the black magic world. We must find his relic in order to complete our eternal empire of darkness.”
    

    
      “I shall complete the task with my life.”
    

    
      The legendary 9th Circle black mage Tarkania from thousands of years ago was someone even the 8th Circle black magic swordsman Altakas would have to bow to. They had been asking around all this time, but hadn’t been able to find any traces of him yet.
    

    
      “All soldiers of the Dark Empire, I command you to advance on Nerman’s fort.”
    

    
      Only ten days were left until the time he and Kyre agreed on. Altakas gave the order to advance.
    

    
      “By thy command of darkness!” shouted Galuaice and the Imperial Death Knights.
    

    
      “Huhuhu, huhuhuhuhuhu…”
    

    
      Altakas’ low laugh echoed through the palace like a prelude of the Continent’s destruction.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      Tilting back my head, I vented the heat raging inside my chest.
    

    
      “Nngh…”
    

    
      Groaning, I fell to my knees. I had immersed myself in reading the 9th Circle magic books imbued with the presence of the Gold Dragon Tarkania, blocking out everything but the words within. I completed the gaps in magic theory I had overlooked or skipped over, trying to patch any inadequacies and falling deeply into the river of thought.
    

    
      And yet, there was no answer. Knowing the magic knowledge of the ancient magic era did not change the 8th Circle wall.
    

    
      ‘Is this how it ends…?’
    

    
      Nerman had my Master, but having clashed with Altakas before, I knew he was stronger than Master. Black magic had more destructive power than white magic to begin with, and Altakas was a magic swordsman. On top of that, he had researched magic for many more years than Master. If they fought one on one, Master would definitely be defeated.
    

    
      ‘We’re lacking high ranking forces. They’ll have at least ten half-liches.’
    

    
      Counting up the Tower Master of the Laviter Empire’s Imperial Tower, the missing Tower Masters, and the Vice-masters of at least the 7th Circle, at least ten 7th Circle half-liches were waiting for Altakas’ command.
    

    
      That wasn’t all. Regular wyverns and Skyknights were no match for the Death Wyverns and Death Skyknights. They were already dead, so most attacks could not destroy them. There would be at least 1,000 of such monsters. Unless all of the kingdoms on the Continent helped us, Nerman’s knights would be annihilated.
    

    
      ‘And what am I supposed to do about the black mages, the demon beast they’re controlling, and the monsters under them?’
    

    
      Altakas was definitely planning on toppling Nerman with a single strike. That was why I pushed him into giving us time. But I had nothing to show for it.
    

    
      ‘I have to go back now. I can’t stay here any longer.’
    

    
      I felt that with a little more time, I could break the wall of the 8th Circle. But unfortunately, it didn’t look like the gods were on my side.
    

    
      “Haaaah…”
    

    
      After screaming out my frustrations, the unbearable heat in my heart had dissipated. With a long sigh, I turned my head.
    

    
      “...!!”
    

    
      At that moment, I saw a certain object. I had found the library too stuffy, so I had been reading the tomes in the central hall. But when I turned around, I finally saw it.
    

    
      “Th-The Staff of Despair…”
    

    
      It was standing exactly where Lokoroïa had inserted it on the altar.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      I saw it. The Staff of Despair was faintly streaming out pure yin-attribute mana, as if to reproach me for not having noticed it in my fervent rush to bury myself in the 9th Circle magic tomes.
    

    
      ‘Could it be?!’
    

    
      The Dragon Tarkania’s advice flashed through my mind, his words about how those who were faithful to their true human emotions and were unbiased in how they viewed mana could reach the 9th Circle.
    

    
      
        CRASH!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      I suddenly heard the resounding crash of something being destroyed within my head. And then, I recalled a certain scene. Even before Lokoroïa achieved enlightenment, she used the Staff of Despair. Someone who had just obtained mana was able to use 9th Circle magic, and without any restrictions.
    

    
      ‘Mana does not discriminate. It is only humans who differentiate and discriminate mana.’
    

    
      Tarkania’s words slowly unraveled their mysteries. And then, I understood what Master meant about having a passionate yearning for magic.
    

    
      I slowly walked towards the Staff of Despair. I had already touched it once, and it was what had mixed yin-attribute mana into my 3 cores.
    

    
      ‘I was the problem. I made that wall myself and was unable to break it myself. The wall of the 8th Circle… was a limit I made.’
    

    
      When I thought that, my mind cleared up, like I was eating peppermint candy.
    

    
      ‘I am an 8th Circle mage. I was in the past, and I am now, and I will be in the future. The circle restriction is absolutely meaningless to me.’
    

    
      
        Clack!
      
    

    
      My hand grasped the cold Staff of Despair.
    

    
      ‘Ngh!’
    

    
      The acidic taste of yin-attribute mana ran up my hand like lightning.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaash!
      
    

    
      The crystal ball that was most definitely a special-grade magic crystal began to slowly glow with a wholly black and pure light.
    

    
      My heart thumped wildly.
    

    
      
        Whirr, whirr, whirrrr.
      
    

    
      Without my urging, my mana core stirred on its own and began to activate. And the mana within me began to assimilate with the Staff of Despair in my hand.
    

    
      ‘Aghhhh…’
    

    
      Waves of pain that were electrifying but threatened to tear my body to pieces swept through me. The moment I myself acknowledged that I was an 8th Circle mage, the mana within the Staff of Despair ran up my hand and expanded my mana core.
    

    
      ‘Altakas, wait for me! I’m coming! The great 21st Century Archmage Kang Hyuk will send you to hell!’
    

    
      Even during my sudden ascension to the 8th Circle, even despite the intense agony, I did not forget my resentment.
    

    
      The moment I left this place, the 8th Circle black magic swordsman Altakas was a dead man.
      

    

    
      “I apologize for having to call you like this.”
    

    
      “No, no. When else should we come out if not at a time like this, when black mages and the energy of darkness is corrupting the world? Thank you for calling us, Your Highness.”
    

    
      “I am abashed to hear that.”
    

    
      Crown Prince Ryker, appointed by the Emperor as the provisional Commander for the upcoming war with the Dark Empire, greeted three mages who appeared on the teleport array located under the Opern Imperial Palace. Although he was the Crown Prince who would become the next emperor, Ryker humbled himself to the three old men. He treated the old mages wearing simple gray robes and looking to be in their 70s with extreme respect.
    

    
      The reason he did so was because the men in front of him were mages of the Golden Magic Tower, the group called the ‘Living Guardian Gods’ of the Kallian magic world. The tower, which was entirely composed of 7th Circle mages, was secretly supported by the Opern Empire. The fact that the Golden Magic Tower was built on one of the countless islands of the Empire was a secret passed down only to the Emperor and the Crown Prince.
    

    
      “Did you say that the black mage is an 8th Circle Magic Swordsman?”
    

    
      “Yes. Shockingly, it has been confirmed that he is an 8th Circle Black Magic Swordsman.”
    

    
      “Oh… by the gods… So the Crown Prince’s letter was really true.”
    

    
      “My…”
    

    
      Ryker had sent an emergency letter to Golden Magic Tower, but they had only half believed it. After confirming that the contents were true, the mages groaned.
    

    
      “That is not all. There is something that the esteemed mages of the Golden Magic Tower must know.” said Ryker, wearing a troubled expression.
    

    
      “There is yet another issue?”
    

    
      “...Archmage Aidal has returned.”
    

    
      “Wh-What did you say?”
    

    
      The Golden Magic Tower mages were more shocked upon hearing the name Aidal than when they heard about the 8th Circle Black Magic Swordsman.
    

    
      The Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal, the notoriously crazy mage that they had personally eliminated—as all the kingdoms and mages of the Continent wished—was back?
    

    
      The faces of the Golden Tower mages turned a sickly green.
    

    
      “He is staying in Nerman at the moment. We must go there soon, so I ask that you mentally prepare yourselves.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The mages glanced at each other, their faces uncomfortably stiff. The constituents of the Golden Tower were known as great mages who withdrew from society to advance their magic studies, but even they had someone they feared. And that person was the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal, a man you could neither communicate with nor understand.
    

    
      They couldn’t say it in front of the Crown Prince, but they were thinking that they shouldn’t have left the Tower. They hadn’t been able to reach the 8th Circle yet. By sticking their necks out, it was possible they could be reduced to smoldering lumps by Aidal’s favorite spell: Fireball.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “About 500 wyverns have appeared from the direction of the Rual Mountains!”
    

    
      “We’ve just received a report that 1,100 wyverns dispatched by the Kingdom Coalition have arrived at the border fort.”
    

    
      “About 700 wyverns are standing by on the Kesmire Kingdom transport carriers, awaiting further instructions.”
    

    
      “400 Paladin Skyknights dispatched by the temples and 300 priests have just crossed the borders.”
    

    
      “About 1,000 mages from the magic towers are waiting outside the city, requesting to meet Archmage Aidal.”
    

    
      “Carriages loaded with various military goods and supplies for the refugees sent by each of the merchant groups are coming via Nerman Road.”
    

    
      In the office that lacked Lord Kyre’s presence, the Executive Administrator Derval fell into a shocked daze as he heard the reports of his subordinate administrators. As soon as his liege departed, envoys arrived from each of the kingdoms, relaying the news that a Kingdom Coalition was formed in order to overthrow the Dark Empire and that 1,100 Skyknights would be dispatched to Nerman.
    

    
      That wasn’t all. The Emperor of Bajran also sent a letter saying that 500 Skyknights had left for Nerman, and paladins and priests from each of the temples were arriving at Nerman one by one.
    

    
      ‘I truly cannot help but admire you, my liege!’
    

    
      Derval’s chest heated up at the thought of his lord. Who else in the world could gather such a massive united army? Other than the Dark Empire, the entirety of the Central Continent—and even the Ice Empire, Haildrian—was rallying under Lord Kyre’s banner.
    

    
      “The forces of the Dark Empire are said to have just breached the Havis Kingdom’s borders. Seeing as they are keeping pace with the ground units, I believe they will reach the entrance of the border fort around tomorrow.”
    

    
      The Dark Empire’s forces had been waiting at the foot of the Kovilan Mountains. Reports that they were on the move were swiftly coming in from the patrolling Skyknights.
    

    
      “Issue a maximum alert to all soldiers. Tell them to be prepared for a surprise attack from today onwards.”
    

    
      “Understood, Executive Administrator.”
    

    
      With the lord away from his seat, Derval was assuming command. He issued the order without hesitation.
    

    
      ‘My liege, when are you coming back? The forces of the Dark Empire are finally on the move.’
    

    
      He gave the order, but he was uneasy. His liege was like the guardian god protecting Nerman like an infallible fortress, and Derval felt his absence especially keenly today.
    

    
      ‘Our liege will definitely return. Until then, we must protect Nerman.’
    

    
      Clenching his fists, Derval steeled his resolve. He did not doubt that his liege would overcome this crisis, like all of the others. Because to Derval, his liege was mightier than a god.
    

    
      “All administrators, do your utmost in receiving the guests.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The people who had come to Nerman were both reinforcements and guests. As someone who would rather die than to bring shame to his liege, Derval would never forget his courtesy towards the guests.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Krrrrrrr. Kukiiiiiiiii.
      
    

    
      “By the gods…”
    

    
      The special squad dispatched from Nerman to keep a watchful eye on the Kovilan Mountains was entirely formed of knights who could use Aura Blade and were also endowed with impressive stamina. Nestled in one of their secret observation posts, they watched the unbelievable sight unfolding before them from a gap in the boulders high above the monsters’ reach.
    

    
      “J-Just what in the world are those numbers?!”
    

    
      “It’s insane…”
    

    
      They had been in the Kovilan Mountains for several months already, but they had never seen a large gathering of monsters until now. Thousands upon thousands of monsters were moving in orderly rows down the valley. Not only were there orcs armed with spears and bows that fell far short of human make and gnolls that weren’t all too common in the Kovilan Mountains, but there was a wide variety of other monsters, including wolf monsters called grucas, ogres, trolls, and even demon beasts leading the horde.
    

    
      “L-Look over there.”
    

    
      Their hideout was equipped with Silence magic and could not be discovered unless you came closer. Because of that, special scouts were freely speaking with each other as they observed the monsters.
    

    
      “B-Black mages.”
    

    
      They spotted black mages flying over the monsters using Fly.
    

    
      “They’re definitely from the Dark Empire.”
    

    
      “Fucking bastards…”
    

    
      Their appearances were in line with the information the scouts had received from Nerman. One of the knights poured mana into his communication crystal.
    

    
      “This is Nest #15. We have just caught sight of countless monsters, demon beasts, and black mages on the move. In about one day, they will reach the territory. Mother Nest should prepare.”
    

    
      After quietly relaying the information into the communicator, the special scouts glared at the monsters that were still streaming down the mountain without end, the enemies aiming for the bountiful Nerman that was achieved through their sweat and blood as well as the grace of their lord. There wasn’t a man among them who didn’t want to rush out there and tear the monsters to pieces.
    

    
      However, they could only clench their fists and suppress their anger. Because the only command given to them was recon.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “You’re coming with me?”
    

    
      “Of course. Our Great Guardian Warrior is going, so of course we must follow.”
    

    
      “Please take us with you! Great Guardian Warrior!”
    

    
      “Please take us with you!”
    

    
      The 700 warriors gathered in front of the Temple of the Temir wholeheartedly asked to come with me.
    

    
      ‘I will not refuse. This time, I will make you into proud members of the Continent.’
    

    
      I gazed at the warriors who were willing to spill their blood for me. At one point, they were enemies of Nerman and the people of the Kallian Continent, but not anymore. The long years of enmity perpetuated by misunderstandings were over. Now, it was time for them to proudly step out into the world.
    

    
      ‘Haah… This is nice.’
    

    
      I breathed in big lungfuls of the mana in the air. Nerman was still on the coattails of summer, but the mountains had already become clothed in autumn’s colors. Winter was already on the horizon. When my thoughts turned to the bountiful fields of Nerman, a part of my chest warmed with pride.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Altakas, I’m sure you had a nice time while I was away. I will show you very clearly that your days of happiness are now over, and only misery awaits you.’
    

    
      I ascended to the 8th Circle. With the help of the Staff of Despair, I was able to easily expand my mana core. The bright sky that greeted me when I finally left the temple was congratulating my ascension to the 8th Circle.
    

    
      ‘Tch, gotta say, it’s a shame.’
    

    
      I tried aiming for the 9th Circle while I was on a roll, but I failed. There was definitely some other enlightenment I would need to find for the 9th Circle. It wasn’t a realm I could reach by erasing the barrier in my heart.
    

    
      But that was fine. The fact that there was still a peak to climb was a seed of hope for tomorrow.
    

    
      “Well then, shall we set off?”
    

    
      “I’m all ready to go.”
    

    
      The tomboyish Lokoroïa gave me a burning gaze, her white teeth sparkling.
    

    
      “Follow me, Warriors of the Temir!” I shouted, raising my hand sky high.
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!”
    

    
      “BEBETO!!!!”
    

    
      
        KUAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!
      
    

    
      My lifelong companion Bebeto descended from the skies, responding to my voice with an ear-splitting roar that echoed from mountain to mountain.
    

    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 206: Start of the Nerman Confrontation
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “He still hasn’t appeared yet?”
    

    
      “I am told he has not yet shown himself in Nerman yet.”
    

    
      “Kukuku. How amusing. To think he’d run away after challenging me.”
    

    
      All the soldiers of the Dark Empire had left for the battlefield. Other than several dozen Death Knights and about a thousand Hell Soldiers to guard the Imperial Capital, the city had been emptied of the rest of its high-level forces. Within the empty Imperial Palace, Altakas’ adjutant, Galuaice, reported the details he had received from the black merchant group.
    

    
      “All of our preparations are complete. With thy order, oh Master of Darkness, Nerman will instantly become a festival of hell.”
    

    
      “The time has come for me to take action, I see. It is time to meet the one called Aidal. Kukuku.”
    

    
      Aidal, the purported 8th Circle mage, was once as notorious as a black mage. Altakas’ lips curled into a dark smile as he thought of the man he would soon meet in battle. He was set on catching Aidal and turning him into an 8th Circle Dark Guardian.
    

    
      “Warp Gate!”
    

    
      Still sitting on the throne, Altakas cast the 8th Circle teleportation magic.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Because he used yin-attribute mana, the circular Warp Gate that appeared in the palace was as black as night.
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      “By thy will.”
    

    
      Altakas walked cheerfully towards the Warp Gate.
    

    
      
        Whirrr.
      
    

    
      And then, he disappeared through it, as did Galuaice who followed him.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Once the two people disappeared, the spatial door closed with a burst of light.
    

    
      The big battle that would decide the fate of the Kallian Continent… finally began.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘My liege, just where are you?!’
    

    
      “Th-Their numbers are astounding! We cannot see because of the darkness, but there seem to be more of them than was determined in the daytime.”
    

    
      “Hundreds of thousands of monsters have swarmed out of the Kovilan Mountains. In just a few hours, they will reach the wall.”
    

    
      “Please permit the sortie of the 4th Flight stationed in Dalphoia!”
    

    
      “The Kingdom Skyknights are agitated. They are collectively refusing to work with the Kesmire pirates.”
    

    
      The Dark Empire’s soldiers had crossed over the Havis Kingdom’s borders, and now, they were finally situated within direct view of the Nerman border fort. However, their side could not launch a preemptive attack. Death Wyverns that sent a chill down the spine to merely look at were guarding the army, so the Continental Coalition that had gathered in Nerman did not dare to attack.
    

    
      There was also internal conflict. The Kingdom Coalition stubbornly rejected the Kesmire Kingdom and Haildrian Empire’s reinforcements in a show of the Central Continent’s typical discriminatory mindset. Although they hadn’t taken as much damage from Kesmire’s maritime dominance as the nations in the east, the kingdoms blatantly scorned the Kesmire troops for being pirates. On top of that, the paladins also refused to listen to orders. The paladins who were used to only taking orders from the gods or cardinals were standing by in a temporary covert near Nerman Castle.
    

    
      ‘Archmage Aidal… needs to block the advance well.’
    

    
      At least the mages followed Aidal’s orders with desperate fervor. Because of his 100-year-old famous reputation of being ill-tempered, they were dragged to the fort, no buts allowed.
    

    
      ‘The Lord must return to give the absolute orders. Otherwise… we will be defeated.’
    

    
      Lord Kyre said he was heading out to get help from the Temir people, but two weeks had already passed since his departure. It was a godsend that the Dark Empire stayed their hand for whatever reason, seemingly waiting for something. If they had attacked earlier, it would have been a disaster. The problem was just that severe. The people who came to lend their help refused to listen to anyone. Only Countess Irene from the Bajran Empire and the reinforcements from Kesmire and Haildrian listened to Derval, while the Kingdom Coalition and paladins refused.
    

    
      ‘We need people who will give their lives for Nerman, not people who will flee as soon as the battle turns sour.’
    

    
      The biggest problem was the Kingdom Skyknights who made up the biggest portion of the reinforcements. Every kingdom other than the Lialion, Defort, and Yukane Kingdoms that suffered invasions from the Mercenary Kingdom and the Dark Empire sent reinforcements. They were supposed to be a coalition, but the Skyknights only took orders from the eleven highest-ranking nobles who participated.
    

    
      ‘Dammit…’
    

    
      Nerman absolutely needed the Kingdom Coalition. So far, the Death Wyvern count was estimated to be around 1,500. With Nerman’s wyverns included, their side had over 3,000 wyverns, but the scales were still tipped way against them. The Death Wyverns and Death Skyknights that could simply brush off three or four Blessed Spears were the very essence of terror.
    

    
      ‘I’m not sure how effective Archmage Aidal’s idea will be.’
    

    
      Of course, it wasn’t like they were completely without countermeasures. The holy water made by Saintess Aramis was a fatal weapon against Death Knights. The Continental Coalition’s wyverns were fitted with leak-proof holy water containers that Skyknights could dip Blessed Spears into. The plan was to coat the spears with holy water before firing to deal damage to the undead.
    

    
      ‘Those damn paladins.’
    

    
      But there was an even easier method than that. If the paladins and priests blessed the spears with holy power before the battle, their weapons would be just as effective. However, for whatever braindead reason, the damned paladins refused to move.
    

    
      ‘My liege, where are you?!’
    

    
      The seamless cloak of night had fallen. It was the moonless night leading into the first day of the month belonging to the God of Wind and Freedom, Bormio. Everything was unfavorable for them.
    

    
      ‘My liege…’
    

    
      Craning his head into the dark sky, Derval sought his liege. He confirmed once again that only his liege Kyre could save Nerman from this crisis.
    

    

    
      

    

    
      “Tch, this is the problem with young’uns these days. They’re so antsy to take advantage of the elderly, seriously.”
    

    
      Standing in a watchtower of the border fort his disciple had built to prevent enemies from coming into Nerman ever again, Aidal muttered a constant stream of dissatisfaction.
    

    
      He came to the Kallian Continent after a long period of absence because his newly fitted magic crystal was full of mana, and because he was bored, but now, he was well and properly wrapped up in the affairs of his disciple. It was great and all that his disciple Kang Hyuk became a 7th Circle magic swordsman, seized Nerman to become its lord, and built a mansion that was suitable for Aidal’s use, but things went strangely awry. Just 100 years ago, he made his name with magic and received unlimited admiration(?) as the only mage to have reached the 8th Circle.
    

    
      But then, he appeared. Aidal tried his best to ignore the glaring truth out of disdain for black magic, but the magic swordsman named Altakas had apparently reached the 8th Circle earlier than himself. Just thinking about him made Aidal’s head throb.
    

    
      ‘Should I just bounce?’
    

    
      The mana density was so high here that his mana crystal was already charged up again. He only had to sneak off to a remote place and complete the dimensional teleportation array, and he could kiss the Kallian Continent goodbye forever.
    

    
      ‘Ach, that’s too embarrassing.’
    

    
      An 8th Circle archmage who had once ruled the world running away because he was scared of an 8th Circle black mage would leave a permanent stain in the Continent’s history.
    

    
      ‘But I might really become orc poop like this.’
    

    
      Outside the fort, he saw hundreds of thousands of blue, yellow, and red monster eyes shining in the darkness. He didn’t fear them, but to be honest, he feared the man named Altakas lurking behind them. Aidal had lived 200 years, but he felt he could easily go another 100 or so years. He didn’t want to return to mana’s embrace at such a young, strapping age.
    

    
      “That Hyuk, why I oughta—!”
    

    
      He misdirected his anger at his disciple Kang Hyuk.
    

    
      “Hey! You there, stand up straight! If the defenses break at your position, there’ll be a hole in your head next!”
    

    
      At least the 8th Circle defensive array on the fort was reassuring. Apparently, the elves had installed it, and it was pretty decent.
    

    
      “Welcome, Altakas. Today, I’ll give you a real nosebleed.”
    

    
      He had long since passed the age at which one’s blood would boil at the thought of battle, but Aidal still burned with quite a lot of fighting spirit. Grinding his teeth, he glared into the darkness.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “The monsters are rushing in!”
    

    
      “Everyone at the ready! The black mages are also coming!”
    

    
      The cities facing the Kovilan Mountains weren’t a part of Nerman’s main front line. After the reorganization of the territory into administrative divisions, a few castles were built to be the centers of new cities. A frantic commotion was ensuing on the walls of one such city, Dalphoia, which was also the residence of Nerman’s 4th Flight.
    

    
      As soon as darkness fell, hundreds of thousands of monsters began to pour out of the Kovilan Mountains. They knew it was coming, but it was impossible to not feel tense about the monsters that broke through the Skyknight defense line and were rapidly closing in.
    

    
      
        Thud thud thud thud, thud thud thud thud.
      
    

    
      The earth rumbled in the darkness like a charging order of knights. The people on the wall began to see the monsters, barely illuminated by the faint light of the stars in the moonless sky.
    

    
      “My god…”
    

    
      “H-How can there be so many?”
    

    
      Hearing about hundreds of thousands was different from seeing hundreds of thousands. The 5,000 soldiers guarding the walls and the village militias combined made 15,000 soldiers in total. As they watched the monsters rumbling in and surrounding the walls in moments, they felt their hearts sink.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiiip. Ba-ba-ba-bam. Squeaaaaaal.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      In the skies above the monsters, the Skyknights of the 4th Flight hurled iron spears instead of Blessed Spears. But the monsters completely ignored the wyverns and spears, fixing their bloodthirsty eyes on the castle ahead. Even when the monster next to them died, they stayed stock still with nary a flinch.
    

    
      
        Kugaaaaaaaaaarrr! Kakukikikikikiki.
      
    

    
      The sharp cries of demon beasts rang out from amongst the monsters that had been arranging themselves into neat rows.
    

    
      
        Graaaaaaaaaa! Kiruuuuuuuuuu!
      
    

    
      
        THUMP THUMP THUMP THUMP THUMP!
      
    

    
      As if the monsters had been waiting for the signal, they marched in unison towards the castle.
    

    
      “F-Fire! Fire your arrows!”
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAH!”
    

    
      At the monsters’ advance, the order to fire was given, and a cheer to drive away their terror traveled along the walls.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiiiip. Flaaash! Flaaash!
      
    

    
      The magic tower mages who were sent from Central to support the city cast Light into the sky.
    

    
      “Knights, aim for the large monsters and demon beasts!”
    

    
      “Lightning Field!”
    

    
      “Chain Lightning!”
    

    
      “Fire Field!”
    

    
      A parade of spells crashed down on the monsters charging through the rain of arrows.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaaash! Fwoooooooooooooooosh. Bzzzzzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      
        Kwaaaaaak! Kwehhk.
      
    

    
      There were monsters to hit in every direction, so the spells were fired at random. As they landed, the screams of monsters shook the air. 
    

    
      And with that, Dalphoia became the first of Nerman’s cities to be attacked.
    

    
      “Never back down! Face straight forward and fight for Nerman and for the Lord, soldiers of Nerman!!!!!”
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAAAAAAH!”
    

    
      At one knight’s mana-charged shout, the soldiers holding their weapons cheered. Even if they died, they could never, ever give up on Nerman. This was their land, land they would protect with their blood.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘These bastards!’
    

    
      As soon as I got back in Nerman territory, I began to hear various reports through the communicator in my helmet. A hectic flurry of messages came and went over the communication line.
    

    
      ‘It’s already the promised day.’
    

    
      The Temir people counted their days differently from the Continent. They had their own system based on the sky and moon. I knew that quite a lot of time had passed while I was ascending to the 8th Circle, but I didn’t expect it to already be the dawn of the day I had arranged with Altakas. Something I would have regretted even in death came within a hairbreadth of happening.
    

    
      “Dalphoia is under concentrated attack. Their goal appears to be the 4th Flight Covert.”
    

    
      “Send the paladins! They will be an enormous help.”
    

    
      “We can’t! The paladins have gotten orders from the priests to stay put!”
    

    
      “Those fucking bastards!”
    

    
      The furious knights in charge of the communication line spat vulgar curses. My helmet was made to command the entire battlefield, so its reception range was very wide. Through it, I was able to grasp the general gist of what was happening during the flight.
    

    
      ‘Those who don’t listen need to be hit first.’
    

    
      Nerman was not their playground. Bastards who should be working their butts off if they came to help were sitting around at their leisure. I had never liked the temples and the kingdoms to begin with, and today, I would educate them once and for all.
    

    
      ‘There’s still no word of the border fort being attacked. Since that’s the case, let’s handle the monsters first.’
    

    
      There wasn’t enough time to smack sense into the paladins right now. If we continued on our current flight path, we would reach Dalphoia in 30 minutes.
    

    
      Unbeknownst to our enemies, the Temir warriors and I were speeding across the heart of Nerman to rain down retribution.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 207: Keep Fucking Bullshitting
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “K-Keep them from going over the walls!”
    

    
      
        Thud! Thud!
      
    

    
      “Defend the castle gate to the very end! Attack the ogres!”
    

    
      No matter how many they killed and killed, the monsters’ onslaught had no end. Not even one hour had passed since the battle’s begin, but the mages were out of mana, and the knights had run out of Blessed Spears.
    

    
      The battle became a siege. Despite not having a single ladder normally required in a siege, the monsters used the corpses of their allies as ladders to clamber up the walls.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaa! Chwiiiiiiik!
      
    

    
      Moreover, the monsters were able to leap to the top of the walls in no time using their characteristic leaping ability. The large monsters like ogres and trolls were smashing away at the walls using massive hammers they had procured from who knows where.
    

    
      “Maintain your positions! If this place falls, the people within the city will lose their lives!”
    

    
      With the establishment of administrative divisions, quite a few territory residents were shuffled around. One day before the battle’s start, everyone evacuated to take refuge in the castle. They numbered a staggering 30 thousand. It wasn’t much compared to other territories, but for Nerman, which suffered from a dire lack of population, 30 thousand was an extremely meaningful number. That was almost 1/20 of their entire population. With the soldiers added to that number, nearly 50 thousand lives depended on this castle. It could not be allowed to fall.
    

    
      “Huhuhu, they’re finished now. No one out there can help you.”
    

    
      The black mages snickered as they controlled the demon beasts commanding the monsters from within the darkness. Because the demon realm was once their home, demon beasts instinctively craved dark mana. Even though their original abilities were watered down after thousands of years on the Continent, the instinct passed down in their blood made them easy prey for the black mages. And now, the tamed demon beasts were commanding the monsters to swiftly carry out the siege. At least 100,000 monsters had died over the span of less than one hour, but there were still a good 300,000 monsters left. 
    

    
      Today, the Goddess of Victory was smiling not at the Nerman soldiers, but at the monsters.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOO! Kauuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      Through the black merchant group, the Dark Empire had already become familiar with Nerman’s military structure. In order to divide the 4th Flight, several thousand monsters were attacking the other castles in addition to the main force here. Therefore, there were only about 50 wyverns flying in the sky over the battlefield, resorting to dangerous swoops with their wyverns because they had run out of spears. So why was there a chorus of energetic wyvern cries coming from the distance?
    

    
      Alarmed, the black mages squinted into the dark sky.
    

    
      “Gasp!”
    

    
      “Th-That’s—!”
    

    
      And then, they saw them—hundreds of wyverns appearing under the faint starlight.
    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip. Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip.
      
    

    
      Hundreds of shooting stars fell upon the heads of the monsters fiercely attacking the castle.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-ba-ba-bam. KWEKK! SQUEAAAL!
      
    

    
      A huge hole was ripped into the crowd of monsters attacking the castle gate.
    

    
      “MY BELOVED SOLDIERS OF NERMAN! I HAVE COME! YOUR LORD HAS COME!”
    

    
      And then, the black mages heard a voice filled with an incredible amount of mana.
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!”
    

    
      “THE LORD HAS COME! OUR LORD HAS COME!!!!!”
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!!!”
    

    
      An ear splitting roar came from the flagging soldiers of Dalphoia Castle. The feverishly attacking monsters stopped, shocked by the magnitude of the cheer.
    

    
      “RAG! NA! BLAST!”
    

    
      And then, the black mages clearly heard the 7th Circle AOE fire spell incantation.
    

    
      An inverted pentagram magic circle 200 meters in diameter instantly appeared at the feet of the black mages, demon beasts, and monsters standing by at the rear.
    

    
      “...!!”
    

    
      Because they were mages, they were well aware of the 7th Circle Ragna Blast’s destructive power.
    

    
      After sucking in the atmospheric mana it needed almost instantly, the massive magic circle flashed with a red light.
    

    
      
        BOOOOOOOOOOM! FWOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOSH!
      
    

    
      With an earth-shaking explosion, red flames surged up within the inverted pentagram magic circle, shooting 50 meters into the air.
    

    
      And all those within disappeared before the scream could even leave their throats, leaving nothing, not even a tiny shard of bone, like there had been nothing there in the first place.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Fire Storm!”
    

    
      After Ragna Blast, I followed up with another 7th Circle AOE fire spell.
    

    
      
        Whoooooooooooooosh. Fwooosh, fwooosh, fwoooooooosh.
      
    

    
      A storm of magic flames covered the earth, sweeping not only over the monsters clinging to the walls, but also over the thousands of monsters lingering in the rear like cowards.
    

    
      
        SQUEAAAAAAL! KAUUUU!
      
    

    
      It was hell on earth. The Fire Storm imbued with my powerful mana had a range of 500 meters. The densely clustered monsters within the scope of the magic flames melted away, and the monsters lucky enough to be outside of its range fled desperately away from the flaming debris.
    

    
      ‘You wicked-black-dung-fly bastards.’
    

    
      Even from the air, I had clearly sensed the impure yin-attribute mana below. I could feel that the black mages were controlling the monsters using mana gathered through various wicked means instead of walking the path of a pure black mage like Tarkania. I fired my spells using the black mages as a locus.
    

    
      “KUOOOOOOOOOOO!”
    

    
      “Uhoo uhoo, uhoo, uhoohoohoo!”
    

    
      They only got to rest a few times on the flight here, but the Temir warriors were still full of energy. They were howling wildly while hurling spears like crazy.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, I told them not to worry about the spears, but they’re seriously going all out.’
    

    
      Nerman’s spear reserves were considerable, so I told them to attack without restraint. That  excited them, and they were even wasting spears on orcs.
    

    
      “My liege!”
    

    
      My helmet rang with the happy voice of Janice, the leader of the 4th Flight.
    

    
      “You’ve worked hard.”
    

    
      “N-Not at all, my liege.”
    

    
      Her voice was tearful. In my opinion, there had been something more between Janice and Ryker. She must have suffered a shock because of Ryker, who shed his knight position like an old shoe. A monster attack as hopeless as the one today must have wounded her pride as a Skyknight, too.
    

    
      “Have your flight land in the covert and resupply. Once the monsters are repelled, mobilize the soldiers to collect the spears.”
    

    
      “As you command!” Janice chirped, apparently so happy to hear my command that she responded as briskly as ever despite being close to tears. But after a pause, she quietly called my name again. “My liege…”
    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    
      “Thank you. For loving Nerman this much… thank you.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Nerman was Janice’s homeland. I felt my heart warm at her words. I could feel that she sincerely loved Nerman as much as I did.
    

    
      “Work hard for a little longer. Once this war is over, I’ll go grab that rascal Ryker and make him kneel in front of you.”
    

    
      “Hohoho, understood. I am counting on you to make it happen, my liege.”
    

    
      Her voice was full of happiness, as if she had never cried at all.
    

    
      
        Kugehhh. Kuraaaaa. Ruuuuuuuuumble.
      
    

    
      After the black mages and a majority of the demon beasts commanding from the rear burned to a crisp, the monsters returned to their senses. They turned, fleeing desperately towards their home, the Kovilan Mountains.
    

    
      ‘Just wait! The Lord of Nerman, Kyre, is coming!’
    

    
      Once the monsters fled, I immediately turned towards Denfors. The wretched souls who dared to sit around putting on airs on Nerman soil were really in for it today.
      

    

    
      Altakas, the Black Magic Swordsman of Destruction, arrived in the camp using Warp Gate. The camp housed the Hell Soldiers who, having lost their souls, stood stock still instead of maintaining the weapons that should be as important to a soldier as their life. There were also the Death Knights commanding those soldiers. A mana net had been cast over the camp, and with the darkness of the night, it was turned completely invisible.
    

    
      Once their master appeared, the Death Knights bowed their heads. In the air, all of the Death Wyverns were maintaining stationery flight, as if they never tired.
    

    
      “All of the preparations are complete. We await thy command.”
    

    
      The waiting black mages and priests of Kerma awaited Altakas’ command. The monsters amassed in the Kovilan Mountains were already attacking Nerman’s cities. Wearing a smile of satisfaction, Altakas focused his gaze on one part of the fort.
    

    
      “That bastard must be the rookie named Aidal.”
    

    
      He called the 200-year-old Aidal a rookie. If Altakas’ first love had not ended in failure, Aidal would have only been as old as his great-grandchild. He looked past the mana net and stared at the white-haired man standing in one of the watchtowers.
    

    
      
        Bzzt.
      
    

    
      Feeling Altakas’ gaze, Aidal turned his head. With several kilometers between them, their auras clashed in midair.
    

    
      “He smells like delicious mana.”
    

    
      Only the 8th Circle magic swordsman Altakas could smell that sweet scent of mana. Though his lips curled into a smile, his eyes were filled with cold bloodthirst.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Eurgh!’
    

    
      Because they were under the cover of a mana net, nobody else could see the movements of the Dark Empire soldiers. Only the 8th Circle mage Aidal could see through it. He recognized that the man he’d been dreading had just arrived. Even if he hadn’t seen it with his eyes, the mana would have told him.
    

    
      ‘Who do you think you’re winking at?! This fucking perverted black dung fly.’
    

    
      They were several kilometers apart, but Aidal had felt Altakas’ aura clearly. It felt like he returned to the times when he used to have fistfights with the neighborhood boys as a kid. When he reached the 8th Circle, no, even from the 6th Circle onwards, no one dared to belittle Aidal. That was even more pronounced when he ascended to the 8th Circle, and he played with the world as if it were his oyster. The provocation of another lion playing with a sleeping lion’s whiskers made his heart thump wildly.
    

    
      ‘Fine, I’ll make you fucking pay today.’
    

    
      He suddenly recalled how the Italian mafia sent him the same kind of provoking look several decades ago, and how he buried hundreds of their number deep in the Alps. With Altakas’ gaze still on him, Aidal slowly raised his right hand.
    

    
      And then, he vigorously flipped up his middle finger.
    

    
      ‘Eat this!’
    

    
      He displayed a magnificent ‘fuck you’, one of the biggest curses on Earth.
    

    
      And with that provocation, the battle between 8th Circle mages, a battle no one could help with, was already fiercely underway.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Crash!
      
    

    
      As soon as I landed in Nerman Castle Covert, I went straight to the Temple of Neran, rage filling me from head to toe. 400 temple wyverns had taken over the covert that my knights and wyverns should be resting in. Some of them even had the gall to be fully stretched out while sleeping despite the current situation. When I kicked open the door with nearly enough force to destroy it, the priests inside the temple turned in unison to stare open-mouthed at me.
    

    
      “Ah…!”
    

    
      “L-Lord Kyre!”
    

    
      They looked at me in shock as if I were some ghost crawling out of a grave.
    

    
      I strode towards the priests, my eyes blazing.
    

    
      “Stop right there. This is the sacred Temple of Holy Neran. You may be the lord, but—”
    

    
      Two paladins blocked my way.
    

    
      
        Bam! Bam!
      
    

    
      “Gugh…!”
    

    
      “Kek!”
    

    
      “FUCK OFF!”
    

    
      Two right kicks landed mercilessly on their lower halves.
    

    
      “Wh-Why are you doing this?”
    

    
      “L-Lord Kyre, what is going on? What is with the sudden violen—”
    

    
      There were dozens of priests inside the temple. One guy I remembered seeing before even called my actions violence. At that moment, my right arm went flying out.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Gugh!”
    

    
      Taking a hit from the gauntlet that was a part of my airplate, the priest crumpled, reduced to having to live on soup for the rest of his days from the brutal hit.
    

    
      “Kneel.”
    

    
      My quiet, cold voice echoed in the temple.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The priests glanced at each other, refusing to kneel.
    

    
      “Huhuhu…”
    

    
      A dark smile appeared on my lips. In the very next moment, I surged forward.
    

    
      
        Swoosh. Ba-ba-bam, ba-ba-bam.
      
    

    
      My merciless fists and feet hurtled towards every human target they could find.
    

    
      “Gaaaaagh!”
    

    
      “Gugh!”
    

    
      Screaming, the priests fell over like bundles of straw.
    

    
      “S-Spare us!”
    

    
      “UWAHH! I beg you… please stop!”
    

    
      A priest desperately clutched my leg.
    

    
      
        Crunch.
      
    

    
      I immediately stomped his back into the ground.
    

    
      “DO YOU BASTARDS SEE NERMAN AS A PLAYGROUND?!” My shout bristled with cold bloodthirst. “The Dark Empire threatening the Continent is camped outside, yet you dare to put on airs?!”
    

    
      “This is a misunderstanding!”
    

    
      “This is a misunderstanding. We were just waiting for your orders.”
    

    
      “Y-Yes, that’s right! We were waiting for you to come and lead us!”
    

    
      The priests blabbered excuses with their bloodied faces.
    

    
      “Keep fucking bullshitting.”
    

    
      Vulgar Earth words burst from my lips. The priests closed their mouths, as if unable to comprehend what I had just said.
    

    
      “This is your last chance. Go out right this instant and take the paladins to the border fort. If… anyone dares to be late, I will turn you into fertilizer for Nerman.”
    

    
      I raised my hand and made a gesture of squeezing someone’s neck.
    

    
      No further words were necessary. The priests who claimed they had been waiting for my command hastily scrambled out the temple.
    

    
      ‘Seriously, those useless fools.’
    

    
      I had no patience for idiots who were still droning on about formalities at a time as critical as this. They were evildoers that Nerman could do without.
    

    
      ‘I need to go right away, too.’
    

    
      I sent the Temir warriors ahead to the border fort. Their warrior spirits were on a completely different level from the priests and Kingdom Coalition living with rotten attitudes.
    

    
      From now on until my death, I will remember them as the good guys.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      Upon their arrival, the priests started using the Temple of Neran like they owned it. As kind as Aramis was, their rotten actions angered her. She retreated into her quarters within the temple and distanced herself from the priests. Even within the sheltered temple, Aramis could feel the direness of the situation. But the priests were wasting time with age-old scripture disputes and useless verbal sparring when victory was dubious even if everyone joined forces.
    

    
      Of course, a few priests said they should help Nerman, but most of the priests refused. They were under the conviction that they had done something great simply by coming here. Aramis was angry at them, but she could not hate them. They, too, were pitiful children of God. She immersed herself in repetent prayer in their stead.
    

    
      But then, she heard screams. Rushing outside, Aramis was able to catch sight of a man just as he kicked open the door. Kyre’s fists and feet rained down on the priests, who had never seen the terrors of the world. The priests steeped in arrogance and self-righteousness instantly bowed their heads in fear before Kyre’s overwhelming charisma, which none could hope to match.
    

    
      This time, Aramis didn’t stop him. It was because she realized that there were sometimes people who needed to be hit to come to their senses.
    

    
      ‘I can’t stay idle either.’
    

    
      Kyre had already left. As she watched his retreating back, Aramis pledged to herself to never stop loving him.
    

    
      And then, she walked outside. Paladins appeared silently behind her, protecting her.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 208: He Has Come
      
    

    
      

    

    
      As Altakas looked towards the border fort wall, he felt displeasure at the sight of Aidal raising a hand towards him and making some kind of gesture. He didn’t know what it meant, but he could tell that it was an insult.
    

    
      He slowly raised his right hand.
    

    
      “Attack. Do not spare a single soul there.”
    

    
      “Ohh! By the will of the Master of Darkness!”
    

    
      The black mages and priests of Kerma had an instinctive thirst for blood, and they had waited a long time for this moment. When they were finally given the order to attack, their bodies trembled with ecstasy.
    

    
      “Attack! Begin the advance of the monster army!”
    

    
      
        Piiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!
      
    

    
      Instead of marching drums, a sharp whistle echoed through the air.
    

    
      
        Kugaaaaaaaaa! Karuooooooo!
      
    

    
      The black mages telepathically gave the demon beasts the order to advance, which the demon beasts relayed to the monsters.
    

    
      
        Thud! Thud! Thud!
      
    

    
      
        Ruuuuuuummmmbbble!
      
    

    
      The footsteps of the giant monsters beat an earth-shaking rhythm, and monsters like orcs, gnolls, and lizardmen ran in time alongside them.
    

    
      
        Clank! Clank! Clank!
      
    

    
      After hundreds of thousands of monsters began their procession, 100,000 Dark Empire soldiers marched in perfect order behind them. They had no souls, but the elite soldier education they had received when they were alive was engraved in their bodies.
    

    
      
        Kaoooooooooooo! Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      The Death Wyverns hovering in the sky flapped their wings, flying towards the frontline,their eyes fixed on the thousands of living wyverns in the air above the fort.
    

    
      “Barrage them with 7th Circle spells.”
    

    
      Once the Dark Empire soldiers were on the move, Altakas quietly gave an order to the half-liches. The 10 half-liches, who were gathered around Altakas, cast Fly, spreading out so their spells would not interfere with one another. Once they were sufficiently isolated, the half-liches began to utter incantations with flat, lifeless voices.
    

    
      “Eruption Quake!”
    

    
      “Flare!”
    

    
      “Blizzard…”
    

    
      And with a flash, the absolutely undiscriminating characteristic of mana was demonstrated. The colorful lights of various kinds of magic manifested in the sky, then shot like the claws of a hungry hawk towards the walls of the proudly standing fort.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Flaaaaaaaaaash.
      
    

    
      Ten enormous balls of magic flew towards the fort.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      The moment the spells approached, the defensive magic array automatically activated. The design was that of an 8th Circle defensive array, but the magic crystals being used were only Grade 2. Thankfully, quantity won over quality, and the ten 7th Circle spells faded like comet tails, canceled before they could reach the walls.
    

    
      “Here they come!!!!”
    

    
      Clustered on the walls were 10,000 Nerman soldiers, the 20,000 soldiers sent as reinforcements from Havis, as well as mages and thousands of knights. As the mana net was steadily withdrawn, the men and women on the wall began to see the enemy ahead. Hundreds of thousands of unarmed monsters were running towards them. It was obvious at a glance that the fate of the monsters was to become cannon fodder for arrows.
    

    
      “Fire your arrows!”
    

    
      The hastily assembled 10,000 archers standing at the ready drew their bowstrings.
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip!
      
    

    
      The rain of arrows whistled forward, illuminated by the permanent Light magic arrays on the wall. Like a sudden summer downpour, they plunged into the running horde.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-bam. SQUEAAAAAAAAAL. Kyaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      Countless monsters fell over with dying screams, but the horde continued to charge. They were being controlled by the demon beasts, but they were also infected by the corrupted yin-attribute mana exuded by Altakas and the black mages.
    

    
      
        Thud thud thud thud thud.
      
    

    
      The monsters charged heedlessly onwards, faithfully fulfilling their fate as cannon fodder.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Mm… what tenacious bastards.”
    

    
      Aidal had never waged large-scale war using magic before. He had experienced every world war on Earth, but he had witnessed no battle as fierce as the one raging now. Be it the attacking monsters or the defending humans, they were all suppressing their emotions and doing what they needed to do. The fully resolved Nerman soldiers were mechanically firing arrow after arrow, and the monsters continued to charge despite being struck by arrows like they had a lifelong grudge to settle.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      That wasn’t all. Behind the monsters were rows after rows of Dark Empire soldiers advancing slowly with shields and spears. Over their bodies shimmered a black aura.
    

    
      ‘Evil God’s… Empowerment…”
    

    
      It was the ultimate spell Kerma’s priests could invoke on warriors. Not only the soldiers, but the already powerful Death Wyverns and Skyknights were coated with the Empowerment.
    

    
      Aidal, who had been activating his mana core and preparing for battle, scowled.
    

    
      He had a strong feeling… that today’s battle would yield more losses than gains.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Giga Raiden!”
    

    
      “Great Wind Storm!”
    

    
      “Fire Storm!”
    

    
      The Royal City of the Defort Kingdom stood forlornly, devoid of all humans after being conquered by the monsters, black mages, and Death Wyverns that had surged out of the Bertz Mountains. Now, it was merely a nest for monsters, monsters that hardly even had a chance to scream before the spells suddenly shot down onto their heads.
    

    
      
        CRAAAAAAAAAASH! BZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZT! SQUEAAAAAAAAAAL!
      
    

    
      The 7th Circle spells that appeared suddenly without warning granted a valiant death to the monsters.
    

    
      “All-out attack! Don’t leave a single one alive!”
    

    
      The offensive didn’t end there. Over a thousand wyverns blotted out the sky, approaching the city above which one hundred Death Wyverns at most were flying. They formed a triangular battle formation, and at their head, came the ringing, mana-charged shout of the Opern Empire’s Crown Prince Ryker.
    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      The Skyknights and wyverns answered the Blade Master Crown Prince’s shout with spirited cries of their own.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      A thousand spears sliced through the darkness, plunging directly into the Death Skyknights and Wyverns that were still stunned from the sudden magic attack.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-ba-ba-bam.
      
    

    
      There was no place to run. It was a whopping one thousand spears.
    

    
      
        Kauuuuuuuuuuu!
      
    

    
      Struck by three or four spears, the Death Wyverns screamed in rage, looking at their enemies with crimson eyes. But there was more to come.
    

    
      “Who do you think you’re glaring at! I’ll pluck out those insolent eyes!”
    

    
      Ryker’s personality was shaped by his rough mercenary days and the Nerman Lord who had treated him with an iron hand. Spittle flew in his helmet as he hurled his spear.
    

    
      He had to quickly settle things here and Warp to Nerman. There, the woman he loved was fighting, as were the comrades in arms with whom he shared a steadfast friendship. The friends he could never, ever forget, friends he had spoken to from the heart, were in danger.
      

    

    
      “Kukuku. Perfect. I am very pleased.”
    

    
      Intoxicated by dark energy, the monsters charged madly towards the fort. They couldn’t do anything to the walls, but they were more than sufficient for exhausting the human soldiers. In fact, because of their unexpected fervor, several thousand monsters had made it to the walls and were clambering up.
    

    
      
        Clank! Clank! Clank!
      
    

    
      Behind the monsters, the Empowered Dark Empire soldiers slowly closed in on the fort, dragging siege ladders, hammers, and even mobile watchtowers. They were accompanied by Death Knights, who had absorbed the Evil God’s Empowerment fully, unlike the soldiers. Their bodies oozed a pitch black glow as they commanded the soldiers.
    

    
      They numbered 10,000. The knights that had once devoted their loyalty to the Laviter Empire had become his faithful knights.
    

    
      “Spells will be fired soon. Prepare defensive magic to protect the soldiers and knights.”
    

    
      “As you command!” barked Shining Tower Master Galuaice.
    

    
      “My children… You may now revel in the intoxication of blood to your heart’s content. Go and show the world the destructive power you possess.”
    

    
      The Death Wyverns and Skyknights in the sky were given the order to attack.
    

    
      
        Kugaaaaaaaaaaaaa! Kyeaaaaaaaaah!
      
    

    
      Upon receiving Altakas’ will, the Death Wyverns uttered bloodthirsty screams.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      And then, they charged… Towards the living creatures with warm blood in the sky above the fort.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Fire the ballistas!”
    

    
      “Mages, unleash your spells!”
    

    
      Once the enemy’s main force began moving in earnest, huge bolts hurtled through the sky from the ballistas standing by.
    

    
      “Flame Cannon!”
    

    
      “Lightning Rain!”
    

    
      “Fire Field!”
    

    
      “Wind Tornado!”
    

    
      The Kallian Continent Magic Tower mages waiting on the walls fired a thousand spells.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaaaaaaaaaaaash.
      
    

    
      It was truly a spectacle to behold. This was the first large-scale magic offensive in the last few centuries. A staggering one thousand spells sucked in all the nearby mana and plummeted to the ground like a field of stars shining all at once.
    

    
      “Dark Shield!”
    

    
      Hundreds of Dark Shields were deployed over the heads of the Dark Empire soldiers and knights, completely forsaking the monsters. The Evil God Kerma’s Empowerment buffed the black mages, and they were addicted to the dark aura Altakas exuded. They were able to make Dark Shields created with pure yin-attribute mana.
    

    
      
        Swooooooooooosh. Sch-sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip.
      
    

    
      The one thousand spells hurtled towards the Dark Shields.
    

    
      
        BOOOOOOOOM! CRAAAAAAAAAAAASH!
      
    

    
      A rain of diverse spells ranging from the 4th to the 6th Circle crashed and exploded onto the Dark Shields that had unfurled like umbrellas.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaaaaaaaaack!
      
    

    
      The Dark Shield that took the brunt of the spellfire cracked.
    

    
      
        Boooooom! Fwoooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      And then, the spells broke through on that spot. Fire Field exploded, setting the advancing Dark Empire soldiers alight with magic flames, after which Lightning Field ran along the soldiers’ armor, blitzing through dozens of meters with extremely potent electricity.
    

    
      
        Clank! Clank! Clank!
      
    

    
      But the Dark Empire soldiers did not falter for a moment. They were not living beings, so even when their legs were severed and their abdomens ruptured, causing rotten intestines to spill out, they continued their forward march. Even though the magic flames melted their bodies along with their armor, exposing white bone, they did not scream in pain.
    

    
      They marched, following their orders of their master like the faithful hunting dogs of hell that they were.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Here they come!’
    

    
      The leader of the reinforcements dispatched by the Bajran Empire was Countess—no, Marquess—Irene. For her contributions to the stabilization of the Empire, she was appointed as the first marquess in Empire history. Additionally, she was so trusted by the Imperial Family that she was appointed as the leader of the Imperial Guard Skyknights. Such a distinguished woman was watching the battlefield with tense eyes.
    

    
      Because their bodies were lifeless, they weren’t as nimble as they had been in life, but in exchange, the Death Wyverns and their riders, Death Skyknights, were able to fly even after being hit by several spears. To make things worse, their bodies were cloaked with a pitch black aura even darker than night, a sure sign that they had been blessed by Kerma priests. They numbered about 1,500.
    

    
      In comparison, the Coalition had amassed nearly 3,000 wyverns above the fort. However, victory could not be guaranteed. It was estimated that the Death Wyverns and Skyknights were four times as potent in battle as their living counterparts.
    

    
      It was defeat rather than victory that loomed dark in their future.
    

    
      ‘If only the paladins would more…’
    

    
      She felt a surge of regret. There was no better match against the Evil God Kerma’s priests and black mages than paladins and priests. But they did not come. They were dispatched here with the knowledge that the current situation was dire, but their fundamentally rotten mentalities had made them hesitate.
    

    
      ‘I won’t back down. This… is Kyre’s land.’
    

    
      From the moment she became a Skyknight, Marquess Irene had never worried about something as insignificant as death. She was willing to die for the man who had dedicated his heart to the Bajran Empire… to her. Her life was the biggest gift she could offer right now.
    

    
      ‘Heh. Is this… love?’
    

    
      Even with the threat of death approaching like a coming storm, the moment she thought of Kyre, Irene wondered if this was love.
    

    
      “All forces, prepare for battle!”
    

    
      At the moment in which she embraced her death for the one she loved, a smile appeared on her lips. Then, she filled her lungs with mana and gave a command to the 500 Bajran Empire Skyknights behind her. 
    

    
      Soon, a battle of life and death would unfurl in the sky.
    

    
      Her heart was burning red hot.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Soak the arrows in holy water and fire!”
    

    
      “They’re putting up ladders. Burn them with magic!!”
    

    
      “Hold your positions!”
    

    
      The battlefield had become utter mayhem. After using the monsters as body shields, the Dark Empire soldiers made it through the arrows and magic and reached the walls, signaling the beginning of a brutal siege. Most of the monsters had lost their lives to the concentrated onslaught. Only one group of giant monsters survived and was now smashing the walls and castle gate.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      As the fierce siege continued below, a Dark Arrow cut through the darkness and shot towards Aidal. He was ready for it, and an incantation spilled from his lips.
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      
        Boom!
      
    

    
      His Shield reflected the Dark Arrow.
    

    
      ‘Fucking bastard, you just can’t wait to kill me, can you?’
    

    
      Altakas had issued him a challenge. The white-haired archmage rapped the ground with his mana staff, which he had summoned from his pocket dimension. It was encrusted with a blue, fist-sized magic crystal that was nearly special grade and could even be used for dimensional teleportation. 
    

    
      ‘Very well then, let’s see whose life line is longer.’
    

    
      The moment he resolved himself to fight, Aidal’s body automatically lifted into the air.
    

    
      “HEY! YOU POOP SUCKING BLACK FLY! COME AND FACE ME!”
    

    
      He bravely used mana amplification magic to call out Altakas.
    

    
      Right on cue, mass of writhing darkness lifted into the night sky on the far side of the battlefield.
    

    
      
        Gulp.
      
    

    
      Aidal, who had blustered with bravado because all the mages and soldiers were watching, was the only one who could hear the sound of his nervous swallow.
    

    
      ‘Where the hell is that brat? Is he getting revenge on me right now?’
    

    
      His opponent was an 8th Circle black magic swordsman, and he wasn’t alone. With him were also ten 7th Circle half-liches.
    

    
      In such a situation, it was obviously utter foolishness for Aidal to charge in alone. Knowing that the enemies would be difficult for him to handle on his own, petty thoughts about his absent disciple Kang Hyuk arose in Aidal’s head.
    

    
      He had serious suspicions that the boy was using this opportunity to get revenge for the suffering Aidal put him through on Earth.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Fire!”
    

    
      
        Scwhiiip! Sch-sch-schwip!
      
    

    
      ‘My liege, when are you coming?!’
    

    
      Other than the 4th Flight assigned with the defense of the cities near the Kovilan Mountains, all of Nerman’s Skyknights were assembled at the border fort. They were bolstered by many reinforcements, but because no one would throw themselves into battle with as much resolve to die, the knights of Nerman were flying at the front, firing their Nerman-made Blessed Spears at the Death Wyverns that had come within firing range.
    

    
      A single volley wouldn’t do anything to the enemies. As soon as the spears left their hands, the knights reached for another.
    

    
      As the aerial battle began, the leader of the 2nd Flight, Sir Shailt, sought his liege. He didn’t fear death, but he could not even bear to think of Nerman disappearing. As soon as he fired his second spear, the enemies would come into direct range, and then, a fierce battle no one could predict would begin. Only God knew which of the thousands of star-illuminated wyverns flying in the skies of Nerman would survive.
    

    
      ‘Tenacious bastards!’
    

    
      Shailt was unsurprised to see that even after the first volley of spears, the Death Wyverns were still flying as vigorously as ever. He saw through the mana scope in his helmet that the Death Skyknights on their backs had spears glowing with black light in their hands.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      At exactly that moment, a sudden flash of light burst out over Sir Shailt’s head, and his head whipped up in puzzlement.
    

    
      
        KWEHHHHHHH! KAUUUUUUUUUUUUU!
      
    

    
      The cries of wyverns rang out.
    

    
      ‘Those are—!’
    

    
      To his shock, in the center of the battlefield, and directly above everyone, appeared the paladin Skyknights of the temples, who had been loafing about in Nerman Castle Covert when the sortie order came.
    

    
      
        Flash! Flash!
      
    

    
      With every flash of light, another ten temple wyverns appeared with a spray of wings and claws over the battlefield.
    

    
      ‘Wh-What in the world is happening?!’
    

    
      What he was witnessing would be impossible if someone wasn’t casting large-scale Warp magic. The enemies were approaching before their eyes, but the Nerman Skyknights at the front were watching in shock, all thoughts of attacking temporarily frozen.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaaaaaaash.
      
    

    
      Suddenly, a blinding flash of light burst in the sky. Allies and foes alike closed their eyes.
    

    
      
        Kweeeeeeeeeeeeek. Kauuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu!
      
    

    
      In their ears rang the cries of shocked wyverns.
    

    
      Once the afterimages faded from their retinas, the Skyknights wordlessly raised their eyes towards the direction of the wyvern cries.
    

    
      They breathed in sharply, shocked.
    

    
      In the sky above that had been empty just moments ago, were hundreds of wyverns.
    

    
      And then, the cry of a wyvern very familiar to every Nerman Skyknight, a cry that dominated all others, rippled through the sky.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      “Well done, my knights… I have come.”
    

    
      The heavy and familiar voice of one man rang in Shailt’s helmet.
    

    
      “M-My liege…”
    

    
      As he called his liege, tears flowed unbidden down his cheeks. 
    

    
      The Master of Nerman, the lord who had always braved heaven and hell with them, for them.
    

    
      Kyre de Nerman.
    

    
      The hero of Nerman who had crushed every enemy that had invaded Nerman so far. The person who would never forgive the Dark Empire army that had encroached on Nerman’s land.
    

    
      The Lord of Nerman none could defeat had ridden into the battlefield on a wave of magic.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 209: 8th Circle Magic Swordsman Kyre
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘D-Damn!’
    

    
      The battle was so insane that nothing would have saved us had I come even a little late. The many 1st Circle Light spells being lit and various spells up to the 7th Circle shed light on the shocking spectacles that were the sky and earth, which were crowded with so many enemies that it was impossible to tell where the battlefield ended. Monster corpses had accumulated in massive piles, over which the soulless soldiers of Altakas trampled in their advance. And in front of me were thousands of Death Wyverns that had come within range.
    

    
      “Holy Shout!”
    

    
      As soon as they appeared, the paladins sized up the situation and cast large-scale purification magic.
    

    
      ‘You jerks, y’all are quite something.’
    

    
      They regrouped quickly, despite having just experienced what was likely the first teleportation magic in their lives. What’s more, the spell hadn’t just been on an individual scale, but en masse.
    

    
      Even an 8th Circle mage like myself couldn’t teleport hundreds of wyverns simultaneously. It was impossible even with the Grade 1 magic crystal in Nerman Castle. However, I had a 9th Circle magic item with me. Its power went beyond the realm of human thought. With it, the simultaneous teleportation of hundreds of wyverns was possible.
    

    
      The paladins who had been lifting into the air at my command were forced to appear in the skies above the border fort. In order to save themselves, they cast their holy magic on the Death Wyverns they suddenly found themselves facing. The Death Wyverns and Death Skyknights screwed their eyes shut at the powerful sacred light of Holy Shout. The Skyknights covered their eyes with their hands while the wyverns staggered in the air.
    

    
      
        Krrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr. Kigiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii.
      
    

    
      “All-out attack!”
    

    
      “Charge!!!!”
    

    
      The Skyknights on our side knew an opportunity when they saw one. Thousands of wyverns charged at the enemies that were screaming with closed eyes, burned by the radiant glow the paladins produced in unison.
    

    
      ‘It’s already come down to a melee fight…’
    

    
      I had wanted to avoid a melee fight, but there wasn’t enough time to cast magic. The wyverns in the front were already in the firing range of the enemies by the time I came.
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip.
      
    

    
      The brave souls of the Kallian Continent flowed across the vast sky like a wave of knights charging on horses over the plains. Their mana-imbued spears cut through the air like stars falling from the sky.
    

    
      Ba-ba-ba-ba-bam. Kugaaaaaaaa.
    

    
      A chorus of screams and impacts came shortly afterward. There was no time for me to step in.
    

    
      ‘Hang on for a little bit.’
    

    
      Gritting my teeth, I gazed at Nerman’s splendid Skyknights in the vanguard, the paladins, and the troops from the Bajran Empire and Kingdom Coalition.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      My head turned towards the massive, heaven-shaking explosion.
    

    
      ‘Altakas…’
    

    
      In the stretch of sky precisely between the fort gates and the Dark Army, spells of at least the 7th Circle clashed, creating an enormous mana wave.
    

    
      “KUHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”
    

    
      Altakas’ unpleasant laugh grated in my ears.
    

    
      “What’s so fucking funny, you black piece of rat shit?!” Enraged, Master Bumdalf let out a furious shout full of mana. “Have a taste of this!”
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The fully powered mana of an 8th Circle mage surged out.
    

    
      
        Swoooooosh. BOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      Another massive mana collision burst out.
    

    
      ‘Struggle a little, why don’t you?’
    

    
      It was obvious that Master could still hold his own. His acts of cruelty towards me in the past flashed through my mind.
    

    
      I crisply turned away.
    

    
      “Bebeto, let’s go!”
    

    
      I led Bebeto over the heads of the Dark Army’s hundreds of thousands of soldiers as they marched closer and closer to the fort walls.
    

    
      “Giga Raiden!”
    

    
      The name of the 7th Circle AOE lightning spell sprang from my lips.
    

    
      
        Bzzt!
      
    

    
      A storm of electricity made up of thick strands of pure power fell to the ground, bristling with 8th Circle mana. No, the mana was on a different level altogether from what other 8th Circle mages could produce.
    

    
      ‘You’re all dead today!’
    

    
      In my hand was the relic of the Gold Dragon Tarkania, the Staff of Despair. As if it could understand my heart, its pitch-black glow was shining through the darkness.
    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzt!
      
    

    
      Fed by the mana in the air, hundreds of lightning bolts and their accompanying electric waves crashed to the ground.
    

    
      There were no screams.
    

    
      Only blinding blue rage sweeping like a furious tidal wave over the bodies of the Hell Soldiers walking towards the fort.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Wh-Who the hell is that?!’
    

    
      While the Successor of Darkness, Altakas, was trading magic blows with the Golden Eyed Reaper who had dominated the Continent 100 years ago, the number 2 figure of the Dark Empire, Tower Master Galuiace of the Shining Magic Tower, was commanding the battlefield.
    

    
      The walls of Nerman’s sturdy but hastily constructed fort were packed with mages from each of the Continent’s magic towers and Nerman’s elite soldiers, but Galuaice did not fear them. A Nerman without Lord Kyre was a mere phantom, and the soldiers and mages guarding their lives atop the walls would soon be ripped to pieces by the Death Knights and Dark Empire soldiers.
    

    
      In addition, the aerial units that could be called the main deciding forces of a battle were stacked in the Dark Empire’s favor, and overwhelmingly so. The Nerman and Continental Coalition Skyknights had foolishly appeared without the aid of the paladins, the forces who could deal the biggest blow to the Dark Empire. Their numbers were double that of the Death Wyverns, but numbers were insignificant. Death Wyverns could not be felled with one or two spears. Granted, their decision-making abilities were dull compared to when they were alive, but the Death Wyverns and Skyknights could easily make up for that with their bloodthirsty fighting spirit.
    

    
      The sudden turn came with a flash of light. A spatial rift opened, from which hundreds of wyverns and paladins emerged. They cast Holy Shout, a spell that could even damage black mages, and purified the mana around them.
    

    
      
        GUOOOOOOO!
      
    

    
      “K-Kyre!”
    

    
      Galuaice gaped at the hybrid wyvern in the distance. Illuminated by the Light spells coming from the fort, the wyvern flew as a spell was fired at the advancing Dark Empire troops.
    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzt! Boooooooooom.
      
    

    
      Kyre and his hybrid wyvern fired a 7th Circle spell, and Galuaice blankly stared at the absolute destruction the spell wrought on the ground.
    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip! Kegehhh.
      
    

    
      His head whipped towards the Death Wyvern screams that suddenly burst out from above.
    

    
      “...!!”
    

    
      His eyes widened. High spirits of wind, Djinns, were churning the air, and silver arrows were cutting through the darkness.
    

    
      ‘Elves…’
    

    
      It was the elves. To his shock, the elves had joined a battle between humans for the first time in a thousand years. Over a hundred elven Skyknights appeared on their harpies, beasts possessing as much combat ability as wyverns.
    

    
      And with them, came high wind spirits that even Death Wyverns would find difficult to rebuff.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      While I was dealing with the Dark Empire underlings that had drawn close to the fort walls, I felt the presence of familiar spirits and turned my head.
    

    
      ‘Nice!’
    

    
      A whoop burst out of me as soon as I looked. It was the elves, the reinforcements I had desperately wanted but could not bring myself to ask for their help, knowing that they were bound to a rule to never involve themselves in human wars.
    

    
      But they had come. They had come, accompanied by a score of high wind spirits that would be extremely effective in a melee fight. As soon as they arrived, the elves used spirits to control the environment, plunging into the right side of the Death Wyvern formation as they fired their silver arrows.
    

    
      ‘Thank you. I will surely repay this favor.’
    

    
      The elves’ contribution would be forever remembered in the history of Nerman’s revival. They, too, were my people. Citizens wholly deserving of my love.
    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip! Babam!
      
    

    
      
        Kweeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeek! Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaak!
      
    

    
      But that wasn’t enough to end the battle. The sudden appearance of the elves had left the right flank of the Death Wyverns in tatters, but they did not stop. They were never ruled by a fear of death in the first place, so they fought ferociously until the moment they crashed and the ghostly light left their eyes.
    

    
      ‘I… will grant you mercy.’
    

    
      In truth, these Death Wyverns and Death Knights stopping at nothing to carry out their task were not to blame. They hadn’t chosen to end up this way. They were my enemies, but they deserved mercy.
    

    
      ‘But you guys… I’ll rip you all to pieces.’
    

    
      After ascending to the 8th Circle, I could feel atmospheric mana with every part of my body. The increased sensitivity wasn’t just limited to atmospheric mana. I could even sense the energy of corrupted black mages wielding undiscriminating mana.
    

    
      Ten fierce energy signatures came flying my way. Judging by the amount of mana they were drawing from the atmosphere, they were 7th Circle level. The Tower Masters who had become half-liches in death were casting spells as they flew towards me like lifeless moths fluttering towards a flame.
    

    
      The Staff of Despair in my hand filled with magic.
    

    
      Bebeto charged instinctively towards the mages. He knew that his master was stronger than anyone in the world.
    

    
      I couldn’t disappoint him.
      

    

    
      ‘You’re dead.’
    

    
      Since the Lord of Nerman had been nowhere to be found, Galuaice thought the purported 7th Circle mage had fled. But there he was, flying all over the battlefield on his wyvern.
    

    
      ‘Your mana should be at rock bottom. Huhuhu…’
    

    
      According to their intel, Kyre was a 7th Circle mage who possessed 8th Circle-level mana. Once he died, the assistance of the elves would be utterly meaningless. As long as their side had the 8th Circle black magic swordsman Altakas, they could make an infinite number of deathless knights and soldiers to maintain the Dark Empire.
    

    
      ‘Farewell, foolish human.’
    

    
      He ordered the waiting 7th Circle half-liches to attack, and the spells they fired were now hurling towards Kyre. The lips of The Shining Tower Master curled into a victorious smile. Kyre might be called the God of War, but he had suffered a terrible defeat at the hands of Altakas.
    

    
      There was no way he could block the spells. Even an 8th Circle mage would have little chance against a concentrated barrage from 7th Circle mages. Soon, the man and his wyvern would be struck by the diverse spells cast by the 7th Circle half-liches.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      There was a radiant light so blinding Galuaice was compelled to turn his head away.
    

    
      “…?”
    

    
      There was no explosion. Fierce war was raging in every direction, but the explosions of 7th Circle magic should be audible from anywhere on the battlefield. Yet there was no sound of them, no sound at all.
    

    
      “…!!”
    

    
      The moment he turned his head, his mouth parted and his eyes became as wide as was physically possible. Reduced to speechlessness, he simply stared.
    

    
      The 7th Circle spells possessing enough force to destroy a castle or two had been erased without a trace. Like an overwhelming tsunami instantly swallowing a raft, the spells were forcibly erased, leaving a splash of mana lights as afterimages.
    

    
      And then, he saw it. A massive wave of mana gathered in the black staff in Kyre’s hand as he charged on his wyvern.
    

    
      
        Shwaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      A black tempest of yin-attribute mana surged from the mana staff. It didn’t even manifest into a spell. It was an attack of pure mana, the kind of attack mages were most reluctant to attempt. It surged in set intervals towards the 7th Circle half-liches floating in the air.
    

    
      
        Sizzleeeee.
      
    

    
      They melted.
    

    
      Leaving everything else intact, the mana shadows shot towards the half-liches had melted time and space before the liches could even react.
    

    
      “Mana… Attack…”
    

    
      Galuaice, a 7th Circle mage, could only produce a pathetic imitation of the pure attack a mage of the 8th Circle or above could cast. You couldn’t quite call it magic, and yet, you couldn’t say it wasn’t magic.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Like a vicious snake, the yin-attribute shadow swallowed their core forces whole before disappearing with a momentary flash of light.
    

    
      Hiccups emerged from the shocked Galuaice’s mouth.
    

    
      The Lord of Nerman, Kyre… was not a 7th Circle mage.
    

    
      The terrifying attack he had just witnessed was 8th Circle magic. No, it was possible… that it was 9th Circle magic… The eternal goal and dream of all mages.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Booooooooooooooooooom! Craaaaaaaaash.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      Glittering in a part of the battlefield that none of the thousands of wyverns participating in the battle dared to encroach was an Absolute Shield. As one of the strongest shields, it could only be cast by 8th Circle mages. Hundreds of rotating lightning spears were slamming down on the blue, diamond-like shield, and behind it, Aidal was holding up his staff, sweat beading down his forehead. In order to maintain the shield, he was pushed to the brink for the first time in his life.
    

    
      ‘I-I can’t hold on!’
    

    
      A hundred years had passed since he left the Kallian Continent, but he didn’t think there would be anyone who could defeat him with magic or swordsmanship. But alas, that was a big miscalculation. Because of this black magic swordsman who had lived longer than him, Aidal was facing a wretchedly bloody fate for the first time since his birth.
    

    
      ‘Ngh… I shouldn’t have come back…’
    

    
      Aidal, who had cast dimensional teleportation purely to get some air, had never even dreamed that he would end up like this. He had only intended on playing for a few months to his heart’s content at the expense of his disciple, who owed his success to Aidal. But now, he was about to be smashed into a bloody cake by this unexpected, formidable foe.
    

    
      ‘If only I had known this would happen… I should’ve just bounced.’
    

    
      Aidal had hesitated a little when he heard there was an 8th Circle magic swordsman around. He had lived a full, full life, but because he had the strength and ability to ride out another 100 or so years, he briefly considered running to Earth. However, he still had his pride as a man and ended up staying.
    

    
      “B-Blink!”
    

    
      It wasn’t just magic that was threatening his life. Even while casting magic, Altakas’ sword was weaving between the lightning spears. The extremely quick-witted Aidal sensed the urgency of the situation and cast Blink.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiing!
      
    

    
      A lightning spear and a sword imbued with a pale aura slashed down on the spot where Aidal had just been.
    

    
      “Kuku… that little rat.”
    

    
      Disparaging the one and only Aidal as a little rat, Altakas sneered as he stared at the 8th Circle archmage who had appeared far in the distance. Aidal was an archmage who had once reigned supreme over the Continent, but he was helpless before Altakas. Their skill in magic might be similar, but Altakas had the destructive force of black magic and swordsmanship a mage could not handle. Even Aidal was not the 8th Circle magic swordsman’s match.
    

    
      “Your futile resistance ends here.”
    

    
      Altakas saw that the dead heat raging in the sky had shifted while his attention was diverted by his magic duel with Aidal. Both sides were engaged in a melee scuffle. Regular Skyknights would have been no match for his troops, but he could see paladin Skyknights here and there. There was no doubt that new forces had joined the fray.
    

    
      “Kukuku…”
    

    
      But it would change nothing. All he had to do was to turn the wyverns and Skyknights that died today into new Death Wyverns and Death Knights.
    

    
      Feeling carefree, he started moving towards Aidal with his sword in hand.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      “...!!”
    

    
      At that moment, Altakas turned his head towards a massive wave of yin-attribute mana.
    

    
      “What…!”
    

    
      His confident and composed demeanor cracked for the first time.
    

    
      “M-Mana Attack!”
    

    
      Any mage would recognize that brute force method of attack—a deluge of mana resembling the draconic magic of the dragons, an attack that could only be cast by an upper circle mage confident they could defeat their opponent. 
    

    
      They were being erased. The 7th Circle half-liches that Altakas had put his heart into creating were being erased. The all-dominating force of mana annihilated them before they could resist. His eyes flitted towards the one who had unleashed the attack, and Altakas saw a familiar human.
    

    
      “K-Kyre!”
    

    
      It was him.
    

    
      Surprisingly, the person who had unleashed the Mana Attack was the Lord of Nerman said to have fled.
    

    
      “H-He reached… the 8th Circle…?”
    

    
      His voice was hollow with shock. Even he had reached the 8th Circle after over 100 years of toil. But he could feel without a doubt that Kyre, a young man barely twenty years old, had ascended to the 8th Circle. Altakas could hardly believe his eyes.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      And then, it was over. The 7th Circle half-liches who were nigh-invincible went from putting up a slip-shod mana defense to disappearing without a trace, erased from the world.
    

    
      “Kukuku…”
    

    
      His surprise lasted but a moment. Altakas’ cold laugh rang out.
    

    
      The man staring at him from atop his wyvern, the man named Kyre, was smiling faintly at him.
    

    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 210: He Hath Come
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Kuaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      
        Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip!
      
    

    
      “Chaaaaarge!”
    

    
      “Hold the line! Guard your positions at all costs!”
    

    
      As the sounds of battle rang out all around me, I floated in the air, stunned. A core part of Altakas’ forces, the 7th Circle half-liches, had simply vanished. I was floored, even though I was the person who did it.
    

    
      ‘It attacked on its own. The Staff of Despair…’
    

    
      No one would believe me even if I told them. Even an 8th Circle mage like myself couldn’t wipe out a group of 7th Circle mages in a single blow. But when I harbored murderous intent towards them and willed their deaths, the Staff of Despair unleashed a mana attack on its own, showing me very clearly what an 9th Circle magic item was like.
    

    
      ‘I have to quickly wrap things up.’
    

    
      Our side was holding the upper hand in the Skyknight battle raging in the sky. With the help of the paladins, the human coalition was safely dispatching the Death Wyverns and Death Skyknights animated by dead souls. Adding to that the power of the spirits summoned by the elves, the situation was progressing very favorably for us.
    

    
      However, I couldn’t rest assured. There were still a thousand Death Wyverns in the air, and the surviving monsters and Dark Empire soldiers were still running towards the fort walls, ferocious Death Knights among their number.
    

    
      
        Ziiiiiiing.
      
    

    
      At that moment, I felt someone’s gaze on me, pricking my skin despite the considerable distance between us.
    

    
      ‘Huhu…’
    

    
      Altakas was flashing me a wry smile. He looked calm, but I could clearly feel that he was tense.
    

    
      My lips curled into a smile. My time to get revenge had finally come. If not for him, my paradise would have been peacefully completed long ago. If not for him, the beastmen who had followed me unflinchingly would still be here. It was time to end our brief, hateful acquaintance.
    

    
      “Bebeto, I’ll be back. Absolute Shield!”
    

    
      I couldn’t take Bebeto into a duel with Altakas, so I shielded him with the absolute defensive spell only an 8th Circle mage could cast. With the magic circle on his armor and the power of my spell, he should be able to endure on his own for quite some time.
    

    
      “Blink!”
    

    
      And then, I cast Blink, the spell that would take me where my gaze landed. The space around me distorted, and my body transcended space to reach Altakas.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Oh, my poor bones…”
    

    
      A groan seeped out of Aidal’s lips. He hadn’t had a proper fight with anyone in over 100 years. Before, fully grown men would pee themselves at the sound of his name, but the world had changed. He barely survived the spine-chilling experience of nearly getting his head cut off because he was being gallant about another 8th Circle mage. Even while casting Blink to flee, his eyes were fixed on Altakas, groaning all the while.
    

    
      ‘I really, seriously can’t endure any more!’
    

    
      It wasn’t a joke—this was a battlefield where death came and went like the spring rain. Having had his fill of his first taste of what it felt to be powerless, Aidal gathered his mana. His mind was dominated by one thought: using Warp to get out of here, and then hopping back to Earth without looking back. The value of his Golden-Eyed Reaper name and pride were nothing compared to the value of his life. He poured mana into his staff.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The moment he was about to say the incantation, he suddenly felt a powerful storm of mana from the rear. Aidal’s head whipped up towards the intense smell of mana.
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      And then, he saw it. A mana attack superseding time and space to erase the designated target with the pure strength of mana.
    

    
      “K-Kyre!”
    

    
      His eyes widened to the size of saucers. His disciple Kyre was unleashing a mana attack, something even Aidal would be hard-pressed to cast. And the boy was obviously using the mana used by black mages, yin-attribute mana.
    

    
      
        Drip.
      
    

    
      Cold sweat ran down his back. 
    

    
      His relationship with Kang Hyuk started somewhat as a joke. He took in a disciple out of regret for his magic, which would disappear from the Earth with his eventual passing, and put a dimensional teleport bracelet on the disciple as an experiment. 
    

    
      If Aidal had really wanted to punish the mages who sent him to Earth, he would have gone back to Kallian himself. But it was a pain and he didn’t want to abandon the comfortable lifestyle he’d grown used to, so he sent Kang Hyuk here as a lab rat after transferring his magic knowledge  and the new mana breathing technique even Aidal hadn’t gotten to use.
    

    
      But now, that disciple of his was erasing the half-liches with 9th Circle mana quantity directly before Aidal’s eyes, using a mana attack even Aidal did not dare to carelessly cast.
    

    
      His expression changed rapidly, going from pride as a master who should congratulate his disciple’s ascension to the 8th Circle, to a mage’s jealousy towards a genius who had done in several years what took others 100 years of hard effort to achieve. 
    

    
      For a moment, his gaze towards Kyre was complicated.
    

    
      “Uhahahahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      But he didn’t simmer for long, and a full-body laugh came bursting out of the archmage.
    

    
      “If there’s any mage out there more outstanding than me, come out, I dare you! Who else would be able to turn their disciple into an archmage like that in just a few years? Hahahahaha! It’s all thanks to his amazing master, of course! Hahahahaha!”
    

    
      Aidal laughed heartily. But in a corner of his heart, jealousy bloomed, and the laugh seemed a little forced. Now, there weren’t just one, but two, no, three 8th Circle mages.
    

    
      ‘I will definitely be the first to reach the 9th Circle!’
    

    
      His hibernating determination as a mage sprang to life once again.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kukuku… So the little rookie was still alive.”
    

    
      Altakas and I were floating face to face. Both of us were at the 8th Circle, the stage at which one could stay aloft with their will alone instead of using Fly. With just 20 meters between us, a distance we could span in a single moment, Altakas sneered at me.
    

    
      “Awfully ironic coming from a body-less deadso who’s wearing another person’s skin. Hey, dungy fly, can’t you just fuck off already? You’re wasting the mana you’re breathing right now.”
    

    
      “Y-You!”
    

    
      Altakas was never my match in terms of verbal swordplay to begin with. A few words from me had him red-faced.
    

    
      ‘You jerk, I’m not scared anymore.’
    

    
      Not long ago, I was scrambling to flee out of fear. But by the grace of God, I now had the power to proudly go toe to toe with him.
    

    
      “Let’s decide things once and for all. Don’t hide with parasite magic like a fucking coward and fight me until one of us disappears from Kallian for good. If you still call yourself an 8th Circle archmage, that is.”
    

    
      I continued to throw barbs at his pride, bringing up the past and blocking off his desire to flee. In truth, he could still escape right now if he really wanted to. If he holed himself up somewhere, I would never be able to find him.
    

    
      “Kukuku. You’ve clearly forgotten what fear is. From the looks of it, you had an enlightenment and rose to the 8th Circle, but I shall show you that not all 8th Circles are the same.”
    

    
      
        Flaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      As soon as he finished, yin-attribute mana surged from his body.
    

    
      ‘It’s different.’
    

    
      His turbid energy was worlds apart from the yin-attribute mana I possessed. His mana was not the pure yin-attribute mana that made up the world. It wasn’t a refreshing spring bubbling deep within the mountains, but the murky air of a factory belching pollution.
    

    
      It was disgusting. He might have been human at one point, but he was far from human now. He was an evil pest who had to disappear for those who dreamed peaceful dreams. Even now, countless people were shedding their blood here because of him.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      As rage stirred within me, the 1 meter long Staff of Despair turned black with the fury of pure yin-attribute mana.
    

    
      “...The Relic of Tarkania, I see. Hooh, I didn’t think it would appear at a place like this.”
    

    
      To my surprise, Altakas recognized the Gold Dragon Tarkania’s relic. It was probably passed down as a legend among black mages.
    

    
      “Want it?”
    

    
      “Kukuku. Naturally. As long as it catches my eye, it’s mine. It belongs to me, the great Black Magic Swordsman Altakas.”
    

    
      No one was thinking of giving him anything, yet this guy was throwing a party all on his lonesome. There was only one thing I had to say to him.
    

    
      “You’re absolutely swimming… in bullshit…”
    

    
      “You bastard!”
    

    
      Altakas bristled at my smirking provocation.
    

    
      “Stop yapping and let’s get to it already.”
    

    
      
        Whap!
      
    

    
      I pointed the Staff of Despair, a weapon far more terrifying than any sword, at Altakas’ head.
    

    
      “A rookie who doesn’t know his place dares…” Altakas gritted, gnashing his teeth. His eyes turned as red as the eyes of the three-headed mutt that was said to live in hell.
    

    
      “Allow me to make the first move, then!”
    

    
      I charged.
    

    
      I could understand now why people threw truckloads of money at luxury brands. After becoming an 8th Circle mage, a mana shield automatically cast itself around me. Being an 8th Circle mage was a luxury brand above all luxury brands, one that gave you an automatic aura money could not buy.
      

      

    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip!
      
    

    
      Perhaps fueled by his confidence from reaching the 8th Circle, the young man named Kyre rushed heedlessly forward.
    

    
      ‘D-Dangerous!’
    

    
      Anger had filled him from head to toe, but Altakas wasn’t a mindless bottomfeeder who would fall apart because of anger. His hand cut through the air like Blink magic, ten Aura Swords forming in the wake of his swing.
    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip!
      
    

    
      Not getting careless, Altakas jumped back and imbued his sword with mana. He couldn’t secure a quick win using 8th Circle magic right now anyway; he had expended quite a bit of mana facing Aidal and couldn’t use a surefire spell, so he was hoping for a close-combat fight using physical weapons instead, and Kyre kindly acquiesced.
    

    
      
        Claaaaaaaaaaaaaaang!
      
    

    
      Altakas and Kyre’s mana collided in midair, canceling out with noisy sparks.
    

    
      ‘Ah!’
    

    
      Altakas was momentarily shocked. Kyre might have reached the 8th Circle, but he didn’t think the boy would have enough mana to do anything to him, a magic swordsman who had survived for hundreds of years. But against all expectation, Kyre’s mana cleanly eliminated the Aura Swords Altakas created.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      With a grunt, he turned more mana into Aura Swords.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hooh!’
    

    
      As expected of an 8th Circle magic swordsman, dozens of Aura Swords appeared with a grunt from him. Each and every one of them was as powerful as a blade made from the culmination of every ounce of a Blade Master’s strength.
    

    
      But even that was meaningless.
    

    
      
        Whumpf!
      
    

    
      I lightly swung the Staff of Despair topped with the strange, melon-sized magic crystal disguised as a crystal ball.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      A clear curtain of mana rippled out and swallowed Altakas’ Blade Swords.
    

    
      
        Pzzzzzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      ‘Sehr gut!’
    

    
      The difference in strength was stark. The power within the Staff of Despair easily exterminated his Blade Swords. I didn’t even have to use my own mana.
    

    
      ‘W-Wait, it can’t be?’
    

    
      A thought suddenly occurred to me. Even a special-grade magic crystal couldn’t possibly have such proactive and overwhelming strength. Unless… it was the dragonheart of the one of mightiest beings to have roamed the land, a dragon.
    

    
      ‘That’s right! Now it makes sense.’
    

    
      I never once imagined that there would be a dragonheart within this crystal ball. Who would have thought that a pulsing dragon’s heart would be within this transparent ball? But after reaching the 8th Circle, I could tell. A dragonheart didn’t refer to a dragon’s actual heart, but a crystal of mana that was like the blessing of a god. I was sure the Gold Dragon Tarkania was capable of sealing that power within a crystal ball. It was also thanks to that power that I was able to jump to the 8th Circle in a heartbeat.
    

    
      Altakas stared at me in shock after I instantly wiped out his Blade Swords, and I met his blank look with a dark laugh full of wicked intent. This was the intense pleasure only the strong were permitted to enjoy.
    

    
      “Well well well, dung fly. Out of tricks to try?” 
    

    
      I said, my words dripping with ridicule.
    

    
      “Y-YOUUUUUUU!!!!”
    

    
      In his absolute rage, the mana possessing his will manifested as magic and shot out in all directions.
    

    
      ‘It’s your turn to suffer.’
    

    
      The intense humiliation of defeat I suffered at his hands was still vivid in my mind, and the memory of my beloved beastmen knights dying turned my heart icy cold. 
    

    
      I could not give him an easy death. I wanted to engrave such terror in his soul that he would never again commit a wrong, even after death. I would make sure he knew with every cell of his body that bad guys get fried by lightning, splashed by shit water, and experience the agony of every muscle being cut to pieces.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Sch-sch-sch-sch-schwip! Ba-ba-ba-ba-bam! Krrrrrrrrrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      Even a lifeless Death Wyvern must be capable of feeling pain, because as Blessed Spears punched through its neck, it screamed as it plummeted.
    

    
      ‘Tenacious bastards…’
    

    
      The melee above was steadily coming to its conclusion. Marquess Irene took a quick break from fighting fiercely at the front to look around.
    

    
      ‘Hoo…’
    

    
      It was truly a relief. There were now about 300 Death Wyverns left in the sky, and most of them were struggling to stay aloft, having been skewered by multiple spears. The Death Skyknights astride those wyverns were still struggling desperately. But since they had no souls or hearts pulsing with hot blood, their movements were sluggish. The outcome might have been different had they been alive, but thanks to the paladins and the spirits summoned by the elves, they could not show their full prowess and were consigned to their fates of true death as a result.
    

    
      
        Sizzzzzzzzzzzzzle!
      
    

    
      As she caught her breath, Irene’s eyes found a certain person.
    

    
      ‘K-Kyre!’
    

    
      Every part of the sky had been turned into a battlefield due to the fierce clash between armies, there was one spot that none dared approach. Even the Death Wyverns that did not fear death avoided it.
    

    
      Two men were standing in the air.
    

    
      One was the master of the Dark Empire that had brought the caravan of death to the Continent.
    

    
      The other was the Hero of the Continent, Kyre.
    

    
      Irene sent her silent support to Kyre, who was fighting a duel of a completely different scale. She prayed that the Goddess of Victory, Ormion, would grace the man Irene loved with her radiant smile.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

    

    
      
        Schwiiip! Fwip fwip fwip fwip fwip.
      
    

    
      Narmias mechanically fired arrow after mana-imbued arrow at the Death Wyverns. Even as she attacked, she turned her head, wanting to know if the man she loved was safe. Kyre was fighting a fierce duel not even the elves could butt into. Narmias bit her lips within her helmet and drew her bowstring for the one she loved.
    

    
      Because that was the only support she could give him right now.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Craaaaaash!
      
    

    
      ‘Uhahahahaha!’
    

    
      8th Circle magic burst out before me in 4K. The flame magic with ultra high temp heat and flames that could melt anything in the world going off was an incredible spectacle that no 3D visual could ever hope to match. Hundreds of thousands, no, millions, of mana particles went from blue to white-hot, becoming a blazing inferno of white rage that smashed and exploded on my pure mana shield. I trusted my shield and didn’t cast additional magic to protect myself, but the sight was so tremendous I flinched and nearly closed my eyes in shock.
    

    
      “H-How can this be…” muttered Altakas in a hollow voice after the 8th Circle spell he made with all his strength shattered into pieces and disappeared.
    

    
      His red, venomous snake eyes from moments ago were nowhere to be found, replaced by a look of dumb shock as he stood in front of me.
    

    
      “Oi, no more tricks to play?”
    

    
      There was nothing more vicious than using strength to crush someone who relied on their strength. My lips curled a little as I verbally prodded Altakas.
    

    
      “Alright then, it’s only fair that I get a shot at you too.”
    

    
      Altakas flinched a little at that.
    

    
      “Blaze Storm!”
    

    
      Blaze Storm, one of the 8th Circle fire spells. Thanks to the Staff of Despair, I was able to generate 8th Circle magic with an incantation alone.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      At the incantation, the Staff of Despair and the atmospheric mana briefly reacted.
    

    
      “Guh! Absolute Shield! Dark Shield!”
    

    
      Taken aback by my sudden magic attack, Altakas scrambled to overlap the rest of the shields he knew.
    

    
      
        Fwooooooooooooooooooooosh!
      
    

    
      Red and blue magic flames burst into life around him, as if they had been waiting for the moment his shields came up.
    

    
      
        Shaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.
      
    

    
      The storm of dancing flames produced a heat so intense it seemed to melt his shield, and the spell was so bright it instantly brought day to the surroundings.
    

    
      ‘Would be perfect for grilling some squid.’
    

    
      I couldn’t see Altakas within the raging flame storm. What came to mind instead were foods that could be grilled on an open fire, like squid, dried pollack, thin-sliced pork belly, etc. I entertained leisurely thoughts while gazing at the magic flames that had completely swallowed my foe.
    

    
      “Aghhhh…”
    

    
      And shortly afterwards, the flames disappeared along with a long groan.
    

    
      ‘He’s quite something.’
    

    
      Like the 8th Circle magic swordsman he was, Altakas endured the onslaught. His shields had protected him from harm, but steam was billowing thick off his body.
    

    
      “D-Damnable… bastard…”
    

    
      He still had some fight left in him. Clenching his teeth, Altakas stared at me with eyes full of evil.
    

    
      “It was hot, wasn’t it? As an apology, I’ll help you cool down. Crystal Storm!”
    

    
      “...!!!”
    

    
      The 8th Circle ice magic dropped in quick succession, and Altakas’ eyes widened at the sight of me casting without any mana restrictions.
    

    
      “Sh-Shield!”
    

    
      He scrambled to cast shielding magic again, so shocked that his despicable little face was completely gripped by panic.
    

    
      ‘How very cute of you.’
    

    
      My heart simply warmed at the thought of Altakas’ suffering. A part of me started worrying that I might turn into some kind of pervert who thrived on the pain of others at this rate.
    

    
      
        Szzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.
      
    

    
      It might not reach absolute zero, -273.2 degrees, but the ice storm was pretty close. Ice crashed and solidified on the mana shield he had cast with all his might.
    

    
      ‘Ohhh!’
    

    
      It was beautiful. Atmospheric mana was instantly sucked into the formation of an ice sculpture. The ice spreading along the sturdy circular shield was a sight to behold.
    

    
      ‘Magic sure is great. Kukuku.’
    

    
      It gave form to countless applications of human creativity. From frying, to sauteing, to freezing, to melting. Altakas must be shedding tears of blood right now, but as someone who didn’t possess a hint of mercy towards him, I enjoyed this moment.
    

    
      
        Whoooooosh.
      
    

    
      The momentary storm of ice disappeared. If I had cast it as an AOE spell, it would have easily frozen everything within 300 meters, but I had concentrated it solely on the piece of sky where Altakas was floating.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaaaaack.
      
    

    
      “Gughh!”
    

    
      Shards of ice fell away along with the shield Altakas had made with his mana.
    

    
      ‘I’m sure that cooled his jets.’
    

    
      Altakas’ face was as white as a sheet. I didn’t know how his soul was doing, but the body of the emperor he was possessing was still a human body. It seemed he’d registered the damage well and proper, but I wasn’t one to stop at just this.
    

    
      “Oh? Impressive~”
    

    
      My hands moved in a broad gesture of praise.
    

    
      “P-Persistent bastard…”
    

    
      He even called me persistent. Altakas himself must have realized… that I had risen to a stage where he could no longer defeat me.
    

    
      “Aw shucks, this is nothing. Come now, on to the next course we go.” I relished the sight of his eyes widening. “I find lightning magic the coolest out of all the spells. Don’t you?”
    

    
      At my kind smile and query, Altakas’ jaw dropped.
    

    
      “Well then, here we go. Mega Raiden!”
    

    
      “Sh-Shield!!!!!”
    

    
      Upon hearing the incantation for the lightning spell only an 8th Circle master could cast, Altakas gritted his teeth and cast another Shield.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The spell began as a seed of magic only as big as a fist.
    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      It yanked in the surrounding mana in an instant.
    

    
      
        Cgggggggggrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrk!
      
    

    
      And then, like a nuclear bomb going off, what had to be hundreds of thousands of lightning bolts burst out.
    

    
      
        Craaaash, craaaaash, craaaaaaaaaaaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      The lightning storm smashed into Altakas’ shield.
    

    
      “Huhuhu…”
    

    
      A cold smile spread over my lips.
    

    
      “Graaaaaaaaaaghh…!”
    

    
      A scream of agony came from within the shield. Even in the world of magic, offense was the best defense. It was impossible to try and endure a concentrated spell with a single Shield. The fact he was able to withstand two rounds of 8th Circle magic with Shields made Altakas one impressive bastard. But this was where his resistance ended.
    

    
      Unable to hold himself aloft with the power of mana like he’d been doing, Altakas plummeted to the ground.
    

    
      
        Thuuuud. Bzzzzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      He crashed down from a height of 50 meters, and the storm of lightning followed him the entire way down. I didn’t even hear the sound of groaning. This was enough to send even an 8th Circle grandmaster over the River Lute.
    

    
      ‘The battle’s almost over.’
    

    
      I was worried because the aerial fight had become a dogfight, but with the paladins and the help of the elves, no Death Wyverns could be seen in the sky. Moreover, I could see Temir wyverns flying in on the horizon. They had reached the battlefield sooner than I expected, most likely because they had flown without a break.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaaaaash! Crggggggggggggggggggggk.
      
    

    
      “All mages, fire magic nonstop!”
    

    
      “YEAHHHH! Buck up, men! Victory is nigh!”
    

    
      The hundreds of thousands of monsters and Hell Soldiers that had swarmed the fort had been dramatically reduced. Not many could survive the concentrated onslaught of magic from a thousand mages and holy water-soaked arrows. 
    

    
      ‘Once those guys are taken care of, it’ll be over.’
    

    
      Even now, the black mages and Kerma priests were alive. The group of one thousand was giving off a gloomy air.
    

    
      ‘I need to check if he’s really dead or not.’
    

    
      Altakas was as tenacious as a cockroach. The impact of his landing and the electric magic that crashed down afterwards had made a small crater in the ground, and his body was giving off smoke in the center. I turned my gaze towards him just in case. The battle had been easier than I expected. I felt an inexplicable sense of uneasiness, but my victory was a definite fact.
    

    
      “Huhuhu… huhuhuhuhuhu…”
    

    
      ‘...?’
    

    
      The moment I was about to go to him to check, I heard a low laugh.
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      Even if he didn’t die, he should have been on the verge of breathing his last. But Altakas was getting up, looking like a scorched black zombie. That wasn’t all. He should be completely out of mana, but he started to exude a mana I couldn’t identify. It seemed he had a card up his sleeve I didn’t know about.
    

    
      ‘Good, it’d be sad if he died that easily.’
    

    
      I still had a lot of resentment to unload on him. 
    

    
      “...Lusver… hata…karman…”
    

    
      Getting up, Altakas began to mumble something.
    

    
      “OHHH!”
    

    
      “GLORY BE TO DEATH!!!”
    

    
      Expressions of rapture suddenly emerged on the faces of the waiting black mages, and they plunged the weapons they were holding into their hearts or ruthlessly smashed down mana staffs onto their own heads.
    

    
      
        Tzzzzzzzzzzzzz.
      
    

    
      They died with their mana drawn out as much as possible, and ownerless mana flowed over the earth.
    

    
      
        Szzzzzzzzzzzzzz.
      
    

    
      While I was watching in openmouthed shock, the mana of the black mages gathered around Altakas.
    

    
      ‘What kind of show is this?’
    

    
      None of the magic knowledge in my brain could explain this peculiar sight.
    

    
      
        Schzzzzzzzzzzz.
      
    

    
      “Th-The Apostle of Lord Kerma is coming!”
    

    
      “The Destroyer is descending! Worship him, oh disciples of death!”
    

    
      Everything happened in an instant. The black mages sacrificed themselves, and the surviving Kerma priests faced Altakas with worshiping expressions.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Their bodies exuded the holy power of darkness and began to combine and whirl with the energy of the chanting Altakas.
    

    
      ‘Th-This isn’t good…’
    

    
      My instincts were screaming a warning. I didn’t know what it was exactly, but I could sense that Altakas was doing something terrible.
    

    
      “D-Dammit. That bastard is off his rocker! He dares to summon those crazy fuckers!” Master Aidal’s shocked voice came from next to me. He had flown up while I was watching in bafflement.
    

    
      “Master, what is he doing right now?”
    

    
      “Sigh, it’s already too late. He’s already put up a barrier via the summoning ritual!”
    

    
      Aidal lamented, not even answering my question.
    

    
      
        Whirr, whirr, whirr.
      
    

    
      Like Master said, a milky gray barrier was being formed around Altakas. But I couldn’t believe Master’s words.
    

    
      ‘What use is a barrier?’
    

    
      No matter what he tried, with my current level of strength, there was nothing I couldn’t destroy. I raised the Staff of Despair and fired hot punishment on Altakas, who could no longer be seen through the gray barrier.
    

    
      “Hellfire!!!”
    

    
      I summoned flames from hell to form the greatest fusion magic of earth and fire, a spell that could annihilate without leaving a trace.
    

    
      
        Swoooooosh.
      
    

    
      Filled with my mana, the ball of magic dropped down onto the place where Altakas stood.
    

    
      ‘Even Altakas can’t—what?!’
    

    
      There was no way my magic could fail. And yet, the unthinkable happened.
    

    
      “It… disappeared…”
    

    
      To my shock, my spell fizzled out before it could really take form.
    

    
      “It’s futile… They were once called the rulers of magic alongside dragons. Dammit, I never even imagined I would see them in my lifetime.”
    

    
      Master Aidal’s voice lacked all the confidence he’d had even against Altakas and was replaced by an uneasiness he could not conceal.
    

    
      “Just what are you saying? Just who is it that—”
    

    
      “It’s here!”
    

    
      Even before I could finish my question, Master Aidal announced its arrival with a scream.
    

    
      
        Shaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      A powerful red light suddenly exploded from the barrier and shot all the way up into the sky as a pillar. I stared wide-eyed at the being that appeared.
    

    
      ‘What is it?’
    

    
      Something different, no, someone, appeared in the place where Altakas had just been standing and walked out of the light, stepping over the scorched earth. He was wearing a crimson cloak covered in an incredible number of feathers I’d never seen on the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      “T-To think… that a demon would descend with their true body… dammit…”
    

    
      Master’s lips trembled uncontrollably as he uttered unbelievable words.
    

    
      ‘D-Demon!!!!!’
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      My heart dropped with a thud. I could hardly utter the unbelievable words. How could a demon descend to the Middle Realm with its true body? The masters of the Demon Realm were said to possess magic and mana abilities on par with dragons. Upper level demons being as strong as ancient dragons was the sort of thing that came up in myths. 
    

    
      My head went blank.
    

    
      ‘No way, how could a demon…’
    

    
      It was a reality my magic knowledge could not explain. I knew that demons would sometimes descend using a proxy, like demon beasts descended from the Demon Realm or black mages. But I’d never even heard or seen anything about a demon descending to the Middle Realm with their actual true body. There was no mention of that in any record on continental history.
    

    
      “Hyuk, if you value their lives, have everyone retreat.”
    

    
      Master’s voice had never sounded this grim before.
    

    
      ‘Everyone?’
    

    
      He might be a demon, but there were thousands of Skyknights flying in the sky right now, plus there were two 8th Circle mages here, me and Master. It seemed like a bit of an exaggeration to have everyone retreat.
    

    
      ‘I should have killed him when I had the chance…’
    

    
      Regret surged up within me. I was disappointed at myself for the carelessness that had stemmed out of a desire to see Altakas suffer. He was an 8th Circle black magic swordsman who had lived for hundreds of years. Who would have thought he would sacrifice the last of his life to summon such a monster?
    

    
      “Haah~ So this is the smell of the Middle Realm mana I’ve only heard about. Haah~ Haah~”
    

    
      The demon was a lanky 2 meters tall. Other than a sturdy physique that matched his height, he wasn’t much different from humans, just like the legends said. His clothes were a little unique and his face was as white as paper, but otherwise, he looked exactly like a human.
    

    
      ‘Why’s he just standing there panting like a dog?’
    

    
      But there was nothing good about his appearance. It was obvious that he was no ordinary demon. Unlike Master, what I felt welling up in me was not fear, but fighting spirit.
    

    
      ‘Where would I go? This is my land.’
    

    
      A demon had descended. But even so, I couldn’t take a single step back.
    

    
      The battle had come to an end—once Altakas and the black mages disappeared, the surviving monsters came to their senses and haphazardly fled, and the Dark Empire’s soldiers slumped to the ground and slowly became skeletons, having lost their mind controllers. The only enemy left was the demon who had descended. Only Master and I knew what he was, but the uneasy atmosphere had everyone in a tense silence, the cheers dead in their throats.
    

    
      “Who are you?” I boldly asked the demon, who was breathing the Middle Realm air with his eyes closed.
    

    
      “Huhuhu…”
    

    
      Instead of responding, the demon let out a quiet laugh. His laugh was neither cold nor warm, nor was it ridiculing. It was emotionless and gave off the feeling of bleak desert sand. It was a laugh reminiscent of desert sand from a being that, like a desert, rejected life altogether.
    

    
      My heart began to lurch.
    

    
      “Human, you seem to be the strongest one out of everyone here.”
    

    
      I didn’t know how, but the demon was well-versed in the language of the Middle Realm.
    

    
      ‘Green?’
    

    
      The eyes he turned towards me were pure green, without a single other color. His entire eyes were lumps of green.
    

    
      “I-I am the lord of this place, Kyre. If you have no business here, I ask that you do not defy the laws prescribed by God and return to the Demon Realm.”
    

    
      I tried to keep my voice level, but his gaze alone froze the breath in my lungs, making my voice tremble.
    

    
      ‘Dammit, it was true that they would go toe to toe with dragons.’
    

    
      There weren’t any dragons on the Continent right now. For some unknown reason, they had all disappeared long ago. For the first time in my life, I desperately wished that a dragon would show up.
    

    
      “Lord? Kukuku. Nice to meet you. I am the Commander of the Demon Realm’s 7th Army, Harkesya Fordlavita Olgenyaon Yuviteus Talofonia.”
    

    
      The demon was more amiable than I expected, and a name far longer than human names came streaming fluidly out of his mouth.
    

    
      ‘Fuck, if he’s a Commander of the Demon Realm 7th Army, how fucking high up is he?’
    

    
      I didn’t know exactly where he stood, but he was definitely an archdemon. It was obvious he didn’t have a shred of desire to go back.
    

    
      “I never thought you’d really manage to summon me. Color me impressed. We did sign a contract, but I wasn’t expecting anything to come of it. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      Looking down at the remains of the sacrificed Altakas on the ground, the demon gave a desert-like chuckle.
    

    
      ‘You bastard, if you wanted to die, you should have died alone.’
    

    
      That rotten Alpaca deserved to have curses rained down on him to the very end.
    

    
      “My liege, who is that person?”
    

    
      I hadn’t activated the communicator in my helmet, so Sir Shailt hadn’t heard me talk.
    

    
      “All forces, fly at the highest altitude and stand by. You are not permitted to attack by any means. If something happens to me… leave the battlefield.”
    

    
      “M-My liege, what do you mean by that…”
    

    
      I poured mana into the communicator and gave my command to my knights.
    

    
      “Relay my orders to the signalman at the fort as well.”
    

    
      “A-As you command…”
    

    
      I couldn’t make a quick judgment just from looking at this demon, whose name was too long to memorize.
    

    
      ‘He’s strong, dammit…’
    

    
      Even someone with 8th Circle mana like me couldn’t detect a single trace of mana from him. That would be impossible unless there was an absolute difference in strength.
    

    
      ‘The 9th Circle…’
    

    
      It was like coming face to face with another mountain right after scaling one, or finding a broken bottle when your throat was parched. I was trying my best to keep a straight face, but fear was creeping into me. 
    

    
      The 9th Circle flowed off the tongue easy enough, but it was a realm of fanciful imagination. Both Altakas and Master Aidal had lived for multiple centuries, but it was still a massive wall they could only dream of surpassing.
    

    
      “To think that such a windfall would be granted to me. The Demon God has undoubtedly showered me with special favor. Hahaha.”
    

    
      He laughed heartily. But even his brightly smiling laugh was parched and desert-like. It was said that in the Demon Realm, only the strong survived and the weak were treated like insects. He probably considered me and everyone else here no more important than the dead skin between his toes.
    

    
      “Do you have no intent on returning?” I asked the demon, fighting to keep my voice calm.
    

    
      “Me? Why?”
    

    
      We were about 50 meters apart. The demon cast his green gaze on me. Demons had always been greedy for the Middle Realm, but because of the laws of the Great God and the dragons, and because there was no one capable enough to open a rift between dimensions, the descent of the demons had failed time and time again. There was no reason a high level demon would just go back.
    

    
      “I will turn this place into my home. I shall summon the Demon Realm 7th Army under my command and make the entirety of the Middle Realm submit to my rule. Without a single dragon, there’s no one who can stop me.”
    

    
      Knowing there were no dragons here, the demon blithely declared that he would conquer the Continent.
    

    
      ‘Ah, fuck. What dogshit do I have to deal with this time?’
    

    
      Infinite joy should have awaited me after taking care of Altakas, but my trial wasn’t over yet.
    

    
      “W-We have to stop him. If a Demon Realm army is summoned here by him… it will spell annihilation for the Continent,” said Master, his face pale.
    

    
      ‘Dammit, if he’s an archdemon, he’s capable of using 9th Circle magic. How the hell are we supposed to stop him?’
    

    
      “Master, let’s attack him simultaneously.”
    

    
      But I couldn’t just flee like this, so I talked Master into helping me.
    

    
      “Dear lord, now we can’t even run away anymore…”
    

    
      ‘M-Mana forcefield!’
    

    
      In the time that I was saying one thing to Master, a mana forcefield spread out around us like a thin fog, destabilizing the mana and making it impossible to use teleportation magic.
    

    
      “Huhuhu… I suppose I should start by clearing the trash. Cannon fodder that doesn’t even know to worship a demon when they see one doesn’t need to stay alive.”
    

    
      Even as he spoke, the demon didn’t take his gaze off me. I was instantly reduced to cannon fodder in his mouth.
    

    
      
        Whooooooosh!
      
    

    
      ‘Ngh!’
    

    
      The energy of chilling mana rushed out in all directions.
    

    
      ‘B-Bloodthirst!’
    

    
      Surprisingly, the demon was able to imbue his mana with murderous intent. I realized then why they were a fighting race that even the dragons had a hard time dealing with.
    

    
      “Hyuk, if Master has ever wronged you in some way, please forgive and forget.”
    

    
      Having resigned himself to death, Master Bumdalf uttered his last will.
    

    
      “Master…”
    

    
      ‘I was just one step away! One step… argh.’
    

    
      It felt like my heart was being ripped apart. What was this tragic drama ending? This ridiculous turn of events nearly had me in tears.
    

    
      ‘Let’s give it a try. I’ve got the Staff of Despair with me.’
    

    
      I clenched the Staff of Despair in my hand.
    

    
      “Now! Prominence!!!”
    

    
      Master went in for the first blow.
    

    
      “Go to hell!!!”
    

    
      I followed up with a mana attack formed with all of the mana I could use.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooooosh. Schwiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip!
      
    

    
      This was a foe who easily blocked a Hellfire. I threw in all my mana, aiming for the opening Master’s attack would leave.
    

    
      ‘Die! Please die!’
    

    
      My mana coursed out through the Staff of Despair.
    

    
      
        Boooooooooom!
      
    

    
      ‘It hit!’
    

    
      The demon took Master’s 8th Circle magic completely unprotected.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaash!
      
      

    

    
      My mana attack came in right afterwards. Unlike when I attacked the 7th Circle half-liches, this mana attack held a viciousness that wanted to slice everything apart.
    

    
      ‘D-Did we really succeed?’
    

    
      I didn’t think a demon capable of 9th Circle magic would go down so easily.
    

    
      “Master…”
    

    
      I turned to look at Master.
    

    
      “...!!”
    

    
      Master Bumdalf was staring at the demon with the same puzzlement as me… until his expression suddenly twisted in horror.
    

    
      “D-DODGE!”
    

    
      Master’s 3 octave scream was an ear-piercing volume I’d never heard from him before.
    

    
      “Shield!”
    

    
      There wasn’t even time for me to turn and look. I drew out my mana and cast Shield.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      A milky defensive barrier immediately came up around me and Master.
    

    
      
        BOOOOOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      An enormous pressure slammed into the shield.
    

    
      “Gugh…!”
    

    
      The impact was so intense it nearly halted the flow of mana to the shield through the Staff of Despair.
    

    
      “Air Shield!”
    

    
      Master urgently incanted an Air Shield, the defensive magic with the greatest shock absorption.
    

    
      My organs were injured by the force of the impact, and blood rushed up my throat and out my mouth. Because I was wearing my airplate helmet, the blood filled up the inside of the helmet.
    

    
      
        Crack crack crack crack.
      
    

    
      While I was staggering, my mental faculties scattered, I heard the sound of the Air Shield being ripped apart.
    

    
      “Aghhh…”
    

    
      Master’s groan of pain came from beside me.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      And then, the pressure disappeared like it had never existed.
    

    
      “Nghhh.”
    

    
      Because my helmet was filled with blood, I urgently ripped it off despite my agony. Blood slushed out all over my airplate.
    

    
      
        Stagger.
      
    

    
      I wasn’t completely out of mana, so I didn’t immediately plummet, but I lurched about 5 meters downwards.
    

    
      “Y-You’re bleeding!”
    

    
      I had blocked the first collision, so Master was less injured than me. He had blood streaming out of his nostrils as he looked at me with a tearful face.
    

    
      “Haha, hahahahaha. You’re quite something.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, the demon had risen to eye level and was smiling with delight.
    

    
      ‘H-He’s strong.’
    

    
      There was no other way to put it. He was strong. This demon with the long, long name wasn’t even singed by the attack from Master and me. He was smiling at me like an invincible god with his thick crimson cloak around his shoulders.
    

    
      ‘Mm!’
    

    
      Just then, a group of Skyknights that had been watching the situation from nearby began hurling Blessed Spears at the demon who had attacked me.
    

    
      “NOOO!!!!!!!”
    

    
      An involuntary scream burst from me.
    

    
      This was not a foe that could possibly be defeated by human means. That was the kind of foe that several dozen Skyknights were recklessly hurling spears at. 
    

    
      Grinning at the spears flying towards him, the demon put out his right hand.
    

    
      Dozens of red lightning bolts lit up the sky in a spell I’d never seen before.
    

    
      
        Clink clink clink clink clink.
      
    

    
      The spears thrown by the Skyknights bounced off on a transparent mana barrier in a shower of sparks.
    

    
      And then…
    

    
      
        Fwoooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      
        KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAK! KWEEEEEEEEEEEEEEHHHH!
      
    

    
      “AAAAAGHHH!”
    

    
      …came the screams.
    

    
      “R-Ridiculous…”
    

    
      The twenty odd Skyknights who threw spears at him, and the wyverns they were riding… were on fire. Just them, and no one else. The mystery spell that exceeded all imagination turned the wyverns and Skyknights into living torches, and they hurtled to the ground, their agonizing demise planting terror into the hearts of all who watched.
    

    
      “Kukuku…”
    

    
      As if pleased by the tragedy he had wrought, the demon’s laugh finally had a trace of emotion in it. 
    

    
      This… was a demon, a synonym of destruction and slaughter.
    

    
      I ground my teeth. Rage surged in my chest. I wanted to rush out and rip out his throat. But I couldn’t do anything. This was an even more stark difference in strength from when I faced Altakas as a 7th Circle mage.
    

    
      ‘The 9th Circle… To kill him, we need 9th Circle magic.’
    

    
      How could I possibly reach the 9th Circle when it had only been a few days since I made it to the 8th? The dragon Tarkania may have said that anyone could ascend the circles if they put their mind to it, but that was just the vainglory of one who had already reached the 9th Circle.
    

    
      “Well then, shall I get started?”
    

    
      The demon, who had struck terror into the hearts of all with a single wave of his hand, calmly spoke of getting started even though there were thousands of Skyknights in the sky and tens of thousands of soldiers in the fort.
    

    
      
        Sizzzzzzzzzzzzzle.
      
    

    
      I didn’t know how he did it, but the mana of the earth began to clump together on the ground directly beneath him.
    

    
      ‘Summoning magic…’
    

    
      The mana seemed to be gathering, but then it started to writhe and whirl. It looked like he was really trying to summon the Demon Realm’s soldiers here. He was trying to summon true knights of murder that would make Altakas’ Death Knights look like benevolent saints. I was about to lose it. I was so helpless, so damn helpless. I had become an 8th Circle archmage, the level of attainment humans dreamed of, but in front of this 9th Circle demon, I was merely a firefly flitting before a blazing sun.
    

    
      I clenched my teeth.
    

    
      ‘I can’t just wait to get killed like an idiot!’ The Continent’s peace had been won by so many sacrifices. ‘Even if I have to put everything I have on the line, I will… kill you.’
    

    
      It was impossible, but I had no choice but to give it my best shot.
    

    
      ‘If I detonate my mana, I will never be able to form a mana core again. But… that’s fine.’
    

    
      I lifted my head to look at the thousands of wyverns wheeling around in the sky. Among them were people who would have liked nothing more than to aid me at the cost of their lives. Nerman’s knights were there, as were our precious allies from Bajran, along with courageous warriors who came forward for the sake of the Continent. And watching with bated breath from the fort were the true owners of Nerman, the people who had spilled sweat and tears for this land. As their lord, I had to try everything I could.
    

    
      ‘You son of a bitch, I’ll help you become a corpse today.’
    

    
      The rift to the Demon Realm seemed to be opening; an incredible amount of mana was being consumed, to the point that all the mana had been leached from the surroundings.
    

    
      “Mm!”
    

    
      I bit my lips.
    

    
      “H-Hyuk!”
    

    
      Sensing what I was about to do, Master called my name in alarm.
    

    
      
        Cra-cra-cra-crack.
      
    

    
      Mana detonation, the attack that mages would use when they were resolved to die. A final last-ditch method that activated not just the mana in one’s mana core, but every single particle of mana scattered around one’s physical body.
    

    
      “Nghh…”
    

    
      When the mana stirred in my organs that had been damaged by the demon’s attack, severe pain assaulted me. But I did not stop. I activated all the mana in my upper, middle, and lower danjeons, awakening all the mana in my body.
    

    
      
        Rummmmmmble.
      
    

    
      Twice as much mana as usual swelled up in an instant. I might have a far bigger mana core than other 8th Circle mages, and I could double it with mana detonation, but I didn’t think it would be enough to kill the 9th Circle demon. However, my personality would never, ever let me sit around twiddling my thumbs watching the end of the world.
    

    
      Feeling mana filling every corner of my body, I glared at the demon.
    

    
      ‘I’ve got 5 minutes at most. I have to injure him within that time.’
    

    
      A demon he might be, but if I could deal an injury to him, it might be possible for everyone here to do something.
    

    
      “Master, I leave the rest to you.”
    

    
      Master Bumdalf would be the biggest ammunition of them all.
    

    
      “I-I’m sorry.”
    

    
      Seeing that I was about to do something he himself couldn’t do, Master Aidal stuttered an apology.
    

    
      There was nothing to be sorry about. Thanks to Master, I had a few years of freedom that a kid in Korea would never be able to experience. That was worth exchanging my life for.
    

    
      ‘Everyone… I’m sorry.’
    

    
      If there was something that gave me pause, it was that I had to leave without telling my parents and my beloved women goodbye.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      When my mana detonated, the demon sensed something was off and turned towards me.
    

    
      “Hooh…” The demon made a sound of admiration. I was out here gambling my life, but to him, it was just a matter of passing interest. “A mere human is trying to surpass his limits. Kukuku, what an interesting thing you are.”
    

    
      I went from cannon fodder to being a mere thing. Clearly, the name ‘Kyre’ hadn’t made its rounds in the Demon Realm even though it was the talk of the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      ‘I will absolutely survive and reach the 9th Circle. Then, I’ll hop to the Demon Realm and clear them all out for good!’
    

    
      My life might be wavering in the balance, but my indomitable half-drunken(?) spirit would never bend.
    

    
      “Oi, dude. You can kiss your days of happiness goodbye and say hello to the misery ahead.”
    

    
      The demon had zero intent to return to the Demon Realm anyway. Even if I hit the bucket, I didn’t want to die with a broken spirit.
    

    
      ‘He doesn’t know yet.’
    

    
      I still vividly remembered Lokoroïa’s use of 9th Circle magic. I wasn’t a dragonia, a descendant of a dragon, but I was betting all my chips on the secret move the Staff of Despair could create. I slowly, carefully raised the Staff of Despair.
    

    
      “I thought I smelled a dragonheart somewhere. So it was in there.”
    

    
      ‘What…’
    

    
      But he wasn’t an idiot. A high level demon who could fight a dragon head-on realized what I was trying to do. The odds tipped against me even more.
    

    
      “Come at me. From the looks of it, you’ve detonated your mana, so you don’t have much time left.”
    

    
      The demon was looking at me like a cat gazing at a mouse. He saw through me completely, as if he had Superman’s x-ray vision.
    

    
      “Have a taste of this, asshole!”
    

    
      There was nothing else up my sleeve anyway. I hurled my bloody helmet at him.
    

    
      
        Swooooosh.
      
    

    
      It hurtled towards him, filled with my mana.
    

    
      ‘Gods above, please help me just one time today! I will devote absolute loyalty to you in the future!’
    

    
      After throwing the helmet, I glanced into the sky for a moment. I could only struggle for 5 minutes at best. If the gods truly had me in their hearts, they would need to show me a miracle. To fight this demon, it would take a miracle on the level of Moses splitting the sea, but the current situation was all too far from that.
    

    
      ‘Ahhhh, dammit!’
    

    
      My prayer to the gods was brief. The gods weren’t some kind of genie lamp that would grant wishes; of course they couldn’t always be on my side. What I needed right now… was fighting spirit.
    

    
      Since there was absolutely zero way to do anything with magic, I hurled my body forward, clutching the Staff of Despair in place of a sword.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 212: Demon Slayer
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “I-It’s a demon!”
    

    
      “My god…!”
    

    
      “Everyone, stay calm and retreat. This is the Lord’s absolute command.”
    

    
      Exhaustion and fear lined the faces of the soldiers at the Nerman border fort. They had just finished fighting a fierce battle with hundreds of thousands of monsters and Dark Empire soldiers. Every face paled at the hesitant order to retreat. 
    

    
      In the stories they’d heard as kids from their grandmas and grandpas, demons were foils for the heroes, the protagonists who always appeared with dragons by their side. But those were just stories told to kids, and there were soldiers among them who were terrified to death by the mere mention of a demon.
    

    
      It was a demon, and one strong enough to easily beat down their invincible Lord, who had handled the Dark Empire without breaking a sweat. The Light magic that was still gleaming on the fort walls had shown the soldiers everything, though not very clearly. After receiving the retreat order, the men shouted amongst each other.
    

    
      “W-We aren’t going!”
    

    
      “That’s right! We need to stay where the Lord is!”
    

    
      “Hold your positions! The Lord will definitely repel the demon! He will protect us, as he always has!”
    

    
      “Retreat is out of the question! If we run away, who will protect Nerman?!”
    

    
      “Exactly! Hold your positions at all costs!”
    

    
      Despite receiving the order to retreat from their Lord, the soldiers of Nerman refused to descend the walls.
    

    
      The Kallian mages who heard the new foe was a demon glanced uneasily at the soldiers like puppies needing to pee. Not only the soldiers, but even the knights had disregarded the retreat command. If the mages turned their backs and tried to sneak away while everyone was bravely proclaiming their desire to stay and die, their bodies would surely meet the cold sting of steel, so the unfaithful mages were forced to stay put. They, like the soldiers, turned their faces to watch the distant sky where the duel was taking place.
    

    
      They were about 2 km away. It was quite a distance for the soldiers to look with bare eyes unassisted by mana, but each and every man’s eyes were glued to that patch of sky dimly lit by the Light magic arrays installed on the walls. The flashes of mana that burst out as the duel progressed were blinding, but everyone knew very well that this was the battle that would decide the fate of their world.
    

    
      But there was something that the soldiers didn’t know. And that was the fact that a group of priests had appeared at a watchtower using the teleport array connected to the fort, and standing at the very front was the Saintess of Nerman, Aramis.
    

    

    
      

    

    
      
        Boooooom! Cra-craaaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      The bastard was no mage. He was a pedigree pitbull, a race of born fighters. This upper-class demon was so skilled in hand-to-hand combat that he could have easily been a top graduate of the Marines’ boot camp from hell.
    

    
      Another spray of blood fountained out of my mouth. I didn’t know how much blood was in my body, but the blood loss told me that my insides had taken significant damage.
    

    
      ‘Vicious bastard.’
    

    
      I fought a duel of swords with him, so as to avoid a magic duel. For whatever reason, he accepted it readily. A flicker of hope came to life within me, but after one clash with the terrifying sword the demon summoned from his pocket dimension, I realized… I realized that today, I was really digging my grave.
    

    
      On top of that, the bastard was vicious as hell. I could tell that there were three or four moments where he could have ground my life into dust, but he was toying with me. I was so injured that I almost couldn’t hold onto the Staff of Despair. In this moment, when I was bouncing off an immovable wall without leaving a single scratch, all he had to do was to send a little magic flying my way or swing his sword with the intent to kill, and I would be split into two.
    

    
      ‘Heh… after getting hit so much, it doesn’t even hurt anymore.’
    

    
      I experienced what it meant to feel so much pain that you became numb to it. I only had enough sensation to barely hold onto the Staff of Despair. The skill gap between us was too massive to be surpassed by stubbornness and guts. It was as impossible as a no-good loafer putting in an application to Harvard and getting in.
    

    
      ‘What a beautiful color.’
    

    
      Before I knew it, the world around me became flooded in darkness. The feeling of looking into the sky as I went flying with a boom was quite novel. How ironic it was that I could finally rest because I accepted death. I was sad that I would no longer be able to ride Bebeto and fly to that sea of stars, but it couldn’t be helped. I, too, was merely a human with a weak body, at least to this broken-OP-fucking demon.
    

    
      
        Flaaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      The 5 minutes I earned by detonating my mana passed meaninglessly. My body slowly descended to the ground, a sign that my mana was running dry. As I fell, I saw a sacred light.
    

    
      ‘I-I’m really dying.’
    

    
      That had to be the door to the afterlife that was said to open when a person died. I hadn’t lived a very virtuous life, but a sacred blue glow was lighting up the sky, like God was opening a door to heaven for me.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      That wasn’t all. I was steadily falling to the ground as my mana ran out like a balloon losing air, but my descent halted, as if something was holding me aloft.
    

    
      ‘What’s going on?’
    

    
      It wasn’t magic. Even Master could not help me now. And this was a different feeling from mana. 
    

    
      I urgently turned my head.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      My searching eyes caught the sight of something.
    

    
      ‘Holy aura?’
    

    
      Shining from a watchtower of the fort 2 km away was a blue light that illuminated my surroundings.
    

    
      “Gaaaah!”
    

    
      The demon’s scream rang in my ear.
    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    
      The monster that had toyed with me even after I detonated my mana covered his face with both hands, screaming in pain. Blue holy light was shining down on his entire body.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrrrr, whirrrrr.
      
    

    
      My hollow mana core suddenly began to fill with mana, and the feeling of disassociation from my body gradually faded as my mana replenished.
    

    
      I breathed a gasp of amazement. And then, one person’s face came to mind.
    

    
      “A-Aramis!”
    

    
      It was her.
    

    
      This miracle would be impossible for anyone other than Aramis, who was called a Saintess. Only she could draw upon such an absurd godly power.
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!”
    

    
      An earth-shattering cheer rose from the soldiers on the fortress walls.
    

    
      “IT’S SAINTESS ARAMIS!”
    

    
      “She has called down the blessing of God!”
    

    
      The shouts of the soldiers answered my curiosity in full.
    

    
      “H-How can this be…!”
    

    
      In stark contrast to the joy my soldiers and I felt, the demon’s voice trembled with wariness. He panicked, shielding his face from the holy light with his crimson cloak.
    

    
      
        Tchzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      Underneath him, something was starting to appear from the dimensional gate he had opened.
    

    
      ‘D-Demon Realm soldiers!’
    

    
      They wouldn’t be as strong as the demon, but the moment they arrived, these gangsters of the Demon Realm would be no different from kings on earth. I snapped back to my senses.
    

    
      ‘I-I’ve recovered all my mana.’
    

    
      Mana detonation was a process that used up every last bit of mana in your body, even the lifeforce in your very cells. Once you initiated it, you were bound to be seriously injured or die. And yet, before I realized it, my body was back to working order. This was the power of the gods, a miracle that could not be explained with the magic or knowledge of humans.
    

    
      
        Whirr! Whirr! Whirr!
      
    

    
      To my shock, my mana core was bigger than before. It had expanded with the mana detonation and stayed at that size, filling me with more mana than ever.
    

    
      It was a blessing in disguise.
    

    
      My entire body buzzed with joy.
    

    
      ‘This is my chance!’
    

    
      My eyes whipped back to the demon, who was unable to open his eyes. Not just that—his shield was melting down with a sizzle, leaving his body unprotected. His ridiculous Auto Shield, that had repelled magic and sword alike with ease, was disabled.
    

    
      “J-Just a little longer…!”
    

    
      He shielded his face with his cloak, squinting at the Demon Realm underlings who were just starting to emerge from the dimensional gate. Unlike him, they were clearly straining to open the gate. Their appearances were diverse. Among them was an armored, massive cow, a black-haired lion demon with multiple tails, and even a giant-headed white demon with three eyes and a body bulging with muscles. Each monster was descending one by one into this world.
    

    
      ‘Whose land do you think you’re loittering on, you fucking bastard?!’
    

    
      This was a once-in-a-lifetime chance from the heavens. I inwardly screamed expletives as I shot forward like the wind. His Auto Shield was disabled, and the holy light blinded him and greatly reduced his body’s functions. I flew in from his blindspot, staying as quiet as possible. He didn’t hear me coming.
    

    
      I raised the Staff of Despair in my hand like a baseball bat.
    

    
      Sensing my bloodlust, he whipped his head towards me with an exclamation of surprise, pulling back his cloak.
    

    
      “KINDLY! FUCK! OFF!”
    

    
      Like Babe Ruth hitting a home rome, I swung the Staff of Despair, that was filled to the brim with mana, with all my might, the watermelon-sized crystal ball whizzing through the air.
    

    
      “...!!”
    

    
      Shocked into speechlessness, the holy-aura-weakened demon stared blankly at the sudden attack coming his way.
    

    
      
        POW!
      
    

    
      The dragonheart crystal ball made a clean impact with his head.
    

    
      
        Cr-cr-craaaaack.
      
    

    
      The sound that came wasn’t the clang of striking a metal wall, but the wet sound of a watermelon cracking to pieces on the sidewalk.
    

    
      And then, unidentifiable white lumps and red blood went flying all over the place, and I numbly noted that the demon had red blood, like humans.
    

    
      
        Kweeeeeh! Krrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      When the demon that had summoned them suddenly lost his head, the Demon Realm underlings below us squealed. Their numbers had already swelled to 100.
    

    
      ‘I-Is he dead?’
    

    
      It was a blow with all my strength in it, but I never dreamed I would kill the demon so easily. The holy power was stronger than I thought. It created a momentary opening in the demon’s defense, and that opening gave way to an unexpected victory.
    

    
      ‘Demon Slayer!’
    

    
      It was a heroic feat that had never been achieved on the Kallian Continent. I was a real Demon Slayer, nothing like the so-called Dragon Slayers from the legends that were 99% lies. I floated in a total daze. I killed an upper-class demon that even dragons had a hard time fighting, and it was even a demon who called himself the Commander of the Demon Realm’s 7th Army.
    

    
      
        Cling!
      
    

    
      A whistle woke me from my daze. Despite donating its head to me, the demon’s body remained in the air. From his body emerged a black marble the size of a fist.
    

    
      Once the marble came out, the demon’s body immediately hurtled down to the subordinates below.
    

    
      
        Szzzzzzzzzzzzzz.
      
    

    
      The thing that came out of the demon slowly disintegrated in front of me, glowing with light.
    

    
      ‘Wh-What is this?’
    

    
      I stared at it blankly, still puzzled by the turn of events.
    

    
      ‘Wait a sec, when dragons die, they leave a dragonheart that returns to mana’s embrace in the same way.’
    

    
      A piece of knowledge flashed through my brain.
    

    
      “H-Hyuk! S-Stop right there!”
    

    
      Master Bumdalf’s trembling voice came behind me. He was shouting with a voice of intense desire, a voice he would only use when there was something he wanted.
    

    
      ‘Eh, whatever.’
    

    
      It was possible this object was the demon’s manaheart. I couldn’t let Master take it. There was a chance this was a gift from the gods. A gift that would allow me to step into the 9th Circle, a realm humans could only dream of ever reaching.
    

    
      I squeezed my eyes shut.
    

    
      And then, I decisively swallowed the black marble that was wisping into the air.
    

    
      I thought it would be hard, but the black marble melted in my mouth. I swallowed, and it went down my throat like sticky honey.
    

    
      “AAHHHHHH! NOOO!”
    

    
      Master’s scream came from right next to me.
    

    
      “What’s wro—ngh!”
    

    
      The moment I looked over at Master with feigned calm, a terrible heat came shooting up from my belly. My body contorted with the pain of swallowing lava.
    

    
      “GAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAGH!”
    

    
      My scream split the air and stirred the Skyknights flying in the sky into action. Realizing that something had happened, they shouted a clarion call to attack.
    

    
      “A-All out attack!”
    

    
      “Repel all the Demon Realm beasts!”
    

    
      “Argh… manaheart…”
    

    
      Even in my agony, I heard Master’s voice trembling with bitter, bitter regret coming into my ear like it was far away, and I glimpsed thousands of shooting stars falling from the sky towards the magic circle that had summoned the Demon Realm underlings.
    

    
      “GAAAAGHHH! AHHHHHHHHHHH!”
    

    
      But everything was hazy and painful. Repeated shockwaves rocked my head. Everything turned black, and the world seemed to grind to a stop. 
    

    
      My last thought was a desperate wish to be able to digest this unexpected prize well…
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      The feeling of smooth silk ran over my face. I groaned, not wanting to wake from the depths of my slumber, but the familiar fragrance tickling my nose compelled me to open my eyes.
    

    
      “L-Lord Kyre…”
    

    
      I heard a woman’s voice. I opened my eyelids with great effort.
    

    
      ‘Aramis…’
    

    
      This familiar fragrance was from Aramis.
    

    
      ‘My room?’
    

    
      The backdrop behind Aramis was my room, the very same room in my Nerman mansion that Master had filched from me.
    

    
      ‘What about the demon soldiers?’
    

    
      I knew I could only be lying here because the war was over, but I was curious about what had become of the Demon Realm soldiers summoned by the demon.
    

    
      “Are you alright? Does it hurt anywhere?” Aramis asked, her voice full of worry.
    

    
      ‘Hm? It doesn’t hurt.’
    

    
      When I lost consciousness, it felt like my stomach was being stabbed with knives and my head was being knocked around in a wildly tolling bell, but right now, I was the picture of health, like nothing had happened.
    

    
      “Aramis, how did the battle go?”
    

    
      “The battle? It has already been ten days since the battle ended.”
    

    
      “T-Ten days!”
    

    
      Her words woke me like a bucket of ice water. It felt like I just had a nice, restful sleep, but ten days had passed.
    

    
      “I am told that all of the demon beasts summoned from the Demon Realm were killed. Not many survived the concentrated fire of the Skyknights.”
    

    
      

    

    
      Only then did I recall the rain of spears fired by the Skyknights before I lost consciousness. The demon beasts were probably killed without much resistance because they lost the commanding demon who protected them.
    

    
      “Congratulations, Lord Kyre.”
    

    
      Aramis gazed at me with a wide smile on her lips. I met her clear brown eyes with a questioning look.
    

    
      “Due to your heroic achievements in repelling the Dark Empire and becoming a Demon Slayer, thus saving the Continent from destruction, all empires and kingdoms of the Continent have unanimously acknowledged Nerman as an empire and appointed you to the position of Emperor.”
    

    
      “!!!”
    

    
      “Not only that, but the Laviter Empire has been annexed into the Nerman Empire.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      My jaw dropped in shock and stayed there. The kingdoms of the Continent were desperate to seize land for themselves, yet they acknowledged Nerman as an empire and appointed me to the throne. On top of that, the Laviter Empire that was toe to toe with the Opern Empire would be given as a whole to me. I was so gobsmacked that I couldn’t decide whether I should laugh or cry from happiness.
    

    
      ‘Hoo…’
    

    
      Inwardly, I let out a long breath. The sudden changes were overwhelming, but my heroic feat was more than deserving of such a reward.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, an emperor’s gotta be at least that much.’
    

    
      I vividly recalled struggling to manage Nerman when I first took up the lord’s mantle. Now, my lot in life had grown to archmage status, as big as my mana core that had multiplied in size.
    

    
      ‘My mana core…!’
    

    
      I suddenly thought of my mana core. There was no way I was unchanged after swallowing what was definitely the demon’s manaheart and sleeping like a log for ten days. I hurriedly activated my mana and checked my circles.
    

    
      
        Whirrrrr.
      
    

    
      Mana flowed to life naturally at my call. It felt different. The mana was flowing within me with buttery smoothness, as if I switched from an ancient Intel 386 to a modern computer fitted with a cutting-edge CPU, mainboard, RAM, and graphics card.
    

    
      ‘One, two, three… seven… eight… !!!!!’
    

    
      While counting the circles to myself, my body stiffened. This was no arithmetic. As long as you could count, it was possible to see how many circles I had.
    

    
      “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!!!!!!”
    

    
      My scream split the air. Aramis flinched in alarm, and I pulled her into my arms.
    

    
      “Wha—” she began, surprised.
    

    
      “Thank you! This is all thanks to you, Aramis!”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      Her eyes grew round at my words. She was so cute. My thumping heart grew red-hot at her cute face, clear skin, and the womanly fragrance she exuded.
    

    
      “Mmh!”
    

    
      There was no need to hesitate. I no longer had nothing to fear in this world but the gods. I stole away Aramis’ sweet, sweet lips.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu, you’re all dead now.’
    

    
      My paradise was finally complete. I would enjoy it to my heart’s content. I earned this by working like a dog, and I was planning on getting 100% my money’s worth, with interest on top.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      To start, I would show my gratitude to Aramis, the person who made it possible for the current me to exist. I encircled Aramis’ slender waist with my steady right arm, swearing to protect this woman for all of eternity…
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Congratulations, my liege!”
    

    
      I hungrily explored Aramis’ lips like a dehydrated man stumbling on an oasis. In the middle of my hot, fervent moment with Aramis, Derval showed up and burst out in tears upon seeing me awake. His crying made me cry. I remembered the time when we were chased out of the Bajran Empire and crossed the Rual Mountains with almost nothing but the clothes on our backs.
    

    
      After crying for a long time, Derval said that the territory’s key knights and the important figures of the kingdoms that had participated were currently waiting in the throne room. Of course, despite his swelling emotions, Derval didn’t forget to give a short report. He quietly reported that all the trash that attacked Nerman was taken care of, and he even had our men stash away the stuff that seemed valuable.
    

    
      Derval was truly the right hand I could not live without. I decided to bestow him a very generous reward later.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Just look at all those gazes of admiration. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      They had all witnessed the unbelievable sight of me whacking off the demon’s head. The people gathered in the massive throne room were firing blazing looks of admiration at me, the mighty, passionate, strong man with a great character and even greater looks and ability, a hero who scribed a new page in the Continent’s annals. They treated me with utmost respect, as if they were facing an emperor.
    

    
      “Well done, everyone.” I said, filling my voice with majesty.
    

    
      It was natural for a person’s demeanor to change when their standing was elevated. I was no longer the lord of a territory and a count, but an emperor-to-be. Inside my castle was a hall and throne made in preparation for such a day. I was seated atop a plushy throne embellished with a magnificent carving of Bebeto.
    

    
      ‘Kyaa, this is the life.’
    

    
      From my elevated position on the throne, the knights of the territory and the high ranking nobles of various nations were all below me.
    

    
      “We offer you our sincerest felicitations. The Andain Kingdom wishes to vow here and now that we will always be steadfast allies of Nerman Terri—I mean, Empire.”
    

    
      The high ranking noble dispatched from the Andain Kingdom was in such a hurry to declare their allegiance that he didn’t even introduce himself first.
    

    
      “Your Imperial Majesty, it is the dearest wish of my liege lord, the King of Delphiran, that the kingdom forges an eternal alliance with Nerman. His Majesty himself has said that should the Nerman Empire ever require Delphiran’s strength, His Majesty will come in person leading the entire kingdom’s forces!”
    

    
      “Your Imperial Majesty! Our Pakinch Kingdom also…”
    

    
      A competition to declare loyalty first broke out between the kingdoms. Someone who stumbled upon this scene might think that a gang boss who just unified the entire nation was getting vows of loyalty from local bosses or something.
    

    
      ‘Very good, they’re bending over nicely with no encouragement needed.’
    

    
      It was true that this was a necessary process. The Kallian Continent I dreamed of did not reek of blood. I wasn’t an emperor who unified the Continent, so I couldn’t micro-manage the people of the Continent, but I at least wanted to prevent the wars that made the lives of the powerless so much more difficult and sad.
    

    
      ‘Irene’s here too. Oh, and there’s Russell, and Hyneth… Woah! Since when has Rosiathe been here?’
    

    
      Even as I listened to the stream of brown nosing from the nobles of various kingdoms, I found my women from the crowd of nearly one thousand people.
    

    
      While the kingdom nobles were clamoring to say this and that in front of me, a woman opened the door to the throne room and came in. She strode down the pathway going down the middle of the throne room without hesitation.
    

    
      ‘Woah there!’
    

    
      She walked confidently up to me, heedless of the gazes of everyone in the hall.
    

    
      “Hoho, lots of people are here.”
    

    
      That woman was the ruler of the Temir, Lokoroïa. Her hair was glistening, as if she had just finished taking a shower.
    

    
      And then, she plopped down on the seat next to mine with absolutely zero restraint.
    

    
      
        Bzzzzzt.
      
    

    
      Unlike the dazed looks of the nobles shocked by her brash actions, several women were shooting lasers from their eyes.
    

    
      “My dear, did you sleep well?”
    

    
      ‘M-My dear… nghh.’
    

    
      Lokoroïa had always been audacious. She clung to my arm with her A-line-turned-S-line body and spoke intimately with me, her breath minty fresh.
    

    
      “Y-Yeah.”
    

    
      I found myself automatically responding to the lass, who had grown up as marvelously as anyone could have hoped.
    

    
      “Hoho. After a few nights of sleep, my spouse’s face is full of life.”
    

    
      As everyone watched, she lovingly stroked my cheek.
    

    
      ‘That’s right, only a woman with courage can capture the hero.’
    

    
      I was never a stickler for formalities in the first place. Moreover, I now possessed absolute strength and had no one to fear. Actions like these, which neither killed nor harassed but merely incurred “mental pain”, were perfectly fine.
    

    
      “Have you eaten, Lokoroïa?”
    

    
      “Yup~ I ate a lot.”
    

    
      ‘Sigh, what a cutie.’
    

    
      She wasn’t a loli or anything, but Lokoroïa was definitely the youngest contender out of all the women aiming for the spot of Empress.
    

    
      “Ahem, ahem…”
    

    
      However, no one was watching our lovey-dovey actions with happy eyes. Unlike the nobles who didn’t dare to say anything, Derval coughed lightly.
    

    
      ‘I’ve gotta rescue him from the single life soon.’
    

    
      Others might have seen his cough as a reminder to me to be more aware of my position, but I heard it as a warning from him. He was urging me with his eyes to hurry and bestow the blessing of couple life upon him as a reward for slaving to the bone.
    

    
      “I wish to thank you all once again for your contribution in overcoming the Continent’s crisis. Sir Derval.”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege!”
    

    
      Derval’s cry of liege was more pleasing to the ear than the stiff ‘Your Imperial Majesty’.
    

    
      “We will hold the official coronation in one month. Make preparations as needed.”
    

    
      “AS YOU COMMAND!” shouted Derval, his bellow echoing in the hall.
    

    
      “I trust that the nobles of the various kingdoms have also heard me loud and clear.”
    

    
      “B-By your will.”
    

    
      My quiet words had the nobles bowing their heads and acquiescing. I could guess that they would be scrambling to send lumikars aloft as soon as they got out of here.
    

    
      “There are many matters that require my attention today, so aside from the Nerman Knights, everyone is dismissed.”
    

    
      We had a mountain of things to do, like the management of the Laviter Empire that fell into my lap and issuing compensation to the families of those who died in battle. There were many things I needed to handle as the liege lord of my knights.
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      I glimpsed a group of priests and paladins among the nobles leaving the hall. They played a rather significant role in the battle, but I was loath to praise them since they hadn’t participated willingly. On the contrary, I was prepared to disallow them from evangelizing in the Laviter Empire in the future if I detected even one hint of complaint in their expressions.
    

    
      “Princess Rosiathe, Princess Chrisia, Lokoroïa, and Lady Irene, Russell, and Hyneth may also remain.”
    

    
      The ladies stopped while leaving with the others to look at me with blushing faces. I was going to take responsibility now. I was an emperor no one could disparage even if I took ten queens. The women who would all become mistresses of my paradise by my side gazed warmly at me.
    

    
      ‘Uhahaha. What else is there to life? You just gotta live happy and die when your time comes.’
    

    
      I grinned at the thought of my life, which would shine bright and unhindered in the days to come. Sitting on my throne, I relished the leisure of life.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Currently, the Laviter Imperial City is being occupied by soldiers dispatched from the Opern Empire. Also, local militias, knights, and the surviving relatives of nobles are temporarily maintaining stability in each of the territories.”
    

    
      Altakas had completely ravaged the Laviter Empire. They had almost no nobles or Skyknights left. Most of them had become Death Skyknights or Knights, all of whom were now dust. 
    

    
      ‘Ryker’s the Crown Prince of the Opern Empire, huh?’
    

    
      To my surprise, the knight who left my territory was the Crown Prince of the Opern Empire, the most powerful of the three empires on the Continent. I knew his origins weren’t ordinary, but it was still hard to believe that a crown prince of such a huge empire rubbed elbows with everyone in my territory.
    

    
      “Thankfully, a considerable number of the bewitched monsters that resided in the Kovilan and Bertz Mountains were slain, so there should be no problems there. The rumors that you would be taking over the empire spread like wildfire, and I am told that no one in the empire is putting up a protest.”
    

    
      It was true that they didn’t have any nobles or knights to speak of, but I was still surprised by how meek and obedient the Laviter Empire was. They had probably grown used to submission over many years of Altakas’ rule.
    

    
      “How many territory knights died in the battle?”
    

    
      Derval had dodged the question the entire time, but I knew that many must have lost their lives in the battle with the Death Wyverns.
    

    
      “A total of 136 Nerman Skyknights fell bravely in battle, while 700 from the Kingdom Coalition and paladins perished.”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      I expected it, but hearing the number made my heart throb with pain. All of my key knights survived the battle, but those who died were my precious knights all the same.
    

    
      “Be sure to give the utmost courtesy to the bereaved.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      It was only natural to compensate those who spilled their blood for me and Nerman. I, too, had fought with a readiness to die, so I understood the feelings of the fallen very well.
    

    
      “My liege, where will you establish the Imperial City when you ascend to the position of emperor?”
    

    
      In this throne room, where Derval, Shailt, Cedrian, Janice, the administrative knights, and my women were gathered, Derval brought up the issue of the Imperial City’s location.
    

    
      “The Imperial City of the Nerman Empire is here.”
    

    
      There was no decision to make. The heart of the paradise I designed was here, Nerman Castle.
    

    
      “Is it not too remote to rule over the Empire…?”
    

    
      “Don’t worry about that. We will restructure the Empire in the same way we restructured Nerman. The central cities there will all be fitted with a teleportation array connected to Nerman Imperial City.”
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “T-Teleportation arrays…!”
    

    
      The knights expressed their shock at my words. If teleport arrays were really installed in each of the cities, there was no need to move the capital, since you could simply teleport to whichever city as needed.
    

    
      “Sir Derval, compile a list of names of those who contributed to this battle and report it to me. Also, from this moment on, I am promoting all of Nerman’s Skyknights to Skyknights of Nerman’s Imperial Guard, so make the necessary preparations.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      I had long since made plans for an empire of my own and gave out one command after another.
    

    
      “In addition, there is something I need to tell you, my knights.”
    

    
      The key figures who put their lives on the line to help me and protect Nerman looked at me, their eyes serious.
    

    
      “I will never forget your loyalty. But although I will award peerages, I will not grant territory to nobles like in other empires. A 30% tax rate will apply to all territories, and I will draw from 5% of the sum to grant as a salary according to your rank.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      Not a single knight among them made a face of complaint. They were familiar with my style of rule, so even if a great deal of territory entered the picture, they didn’t get greedy.
    

    
      ‘I will achieve centralization of power.’
    

    
      I wasn’t a human rights activist, but I didn’t want to see powerless citizens being oppressed by nobles. Nobles who protected their country would be given sufficient reward, and citizens who devoted themselves to their vocations would earn the fruits of their labor. That was the motto of the paradise I pursued.
    

    
      “Thank you for your work up until now. And… Please continue to support me as you always have.”
    

    
      I might be an emperor now, but that didn’t mean I could look down on my knights. Nerman Empire was the kind of place where everyone worked hard in harmony.
    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    
      Looking at the knights saluting me, a grin spread over my lips.
      

    

    
      ‘Haah…’
    

    
      As she listened to Kyre and his knights conversing, Rosiathe breathed a sigh in her heart. Kyre wasn’t born in an imperial or royal family, or even in the nobility, but he carried a cloak of majesty about him like it was natural. He was the same Kyre who lived with a smile and a good sense of humor, but he looked different now. Now, he was the hero who put an end to the chaos created by Altakas’ Dark Empire and defeated an upper-class demon. He had confidence and ability in spades and was in no way lacking to become the ruler of a great empire.
    

    
      ‘Should I just use this opportunity to annex our kingdom, too…?’
    

    
      Rosiathe felt apologetic to her ancestors, but the Havis Kingdom had been struggling for decades. It occurred to her that it wouldn’t be all that terrible to leave everything to the Nerman Empire and enjoy a peaceful life as a commoner.
    

    
      “Princess Rosiathe.”
    

    
      The affectionate voice of her beloved startled Princess Rosiathe from her thoughts.
    

    
      “I am thinking of returning the Roen Principality to the Havis Kingdom. What are your thoughts?”
    

    
      “Th-The Roen Principality?”
    

    
      “Yes. From what I hear, the Roen Principality lost almost all their knights at the hands of Altakas. The Principality was once Havis territory anyway, so now is a good time to annex them back in.”
    

    
      Kyre spoke smilingly of earth-shattering matters like they were nothing. The scale of his thoughts was indeed different from ordinary people.
    

    
      ‘Even if he was given not just Laviter, but the entire continent… it wouldn’t shake Kyre’s heart. Haah…’
    

    
      Rosiathe realized once again that the man in front of her was one who would not rejoice even if he obtained the entire world.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Tch… why is a playboy like him so darn cool?’
    

    
      Irene was the first to admit that she was well and truly in love. As she watched Kyre dominate the audience with his presence, she felt slightly aggrieved. She knew there would be a lot of women, but Kyre and his bold manner of being affectionate in front of everyone were utterly shameless. Even after swallowing a huge amount of land, he didn’t show a hint of happiness.
    

    
      ‘I have to stay on my guard. At this rate…’
    

    
      She glanced surreptitiously at the women who had stayed back in the throne room. Every single one of them was beautiful, and they each had their individual flair. She was the oldest out of all of them.
    

    
      She steeled her heart with firm resolve. As embarrassing as it was, she was determined to act cutesy in front of Kyre like the girl named Lokoroïa.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘In the end… you avenged me.’
    

    
      Russell, no, Luminia, had abandoned her short hair and now possessed considerably longer hair at an awkward in-between length. She knew that Kyre punished Count Lainke of the Laviter Empire, the man responsible for her family’s downfall.
    

    
      ‘Thank you… for thinking of me despite all my faults.’
    

    
      She was thankful. Her status might be the most humble out of all the women gathered here, but Kyre didn’t forget her. Her face reddened at the thought of him. She still couldn’t forget her first kiss with Kyre back at the Imperial Knight Academy.
    

    
      Luminia wasn’t greedy for anything big. She just wanted to live with Kyre and dream of eternal happiness together with him.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘It defies the law of House Petrin, but… unfortunately, I’ll have to give up on that.’
    

    
      As she gazed at Kyre, the man loved by both her and the liege she served, Princess Igis,  Hyneth decided to cast aside the tradition of her berserker warrior family. Kyre had become far too big to marry into House Petrin.
    

    
      She decided to make the wise choice. Every time she looked up, she saw women superior to her in every way looking passionately at Kyre. She could hardly claim a monopoly on him like an idiot.
    

    
      ‘Hmph! But I will definitely… have his first child!’
    

    
      She still had her pride. Hyneth began to burn with a desire to win in a contest of dubious nature.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Whew…’
    

    
      Chrisia breathed a long sigh of relief as she watched Kyre.
    

    
      Kesmire had suffered a significant loss of forces from raiding the Laviter Imperial City with him. Because of that, there were protests among the Kingdom’s nobles regarding sending reinforcements to fight the Dark Empire again. However, because of the Haildrian Empire’s participation, their dissent was naturally overturned.
    

    
      ‘Thank goodness. If we had made the wrong decision there…’
    

    
      It made her shudder to think of what would have happened if they had turned their backs on Kyre. The aftermath wouldn’t have just affected her life, but the entire kingdom. Kyre was strong enough to simply bypass the distance between their nations. If he used ‘pirate extermination’ as a pretext to attack the Kesmire Kingdom, their maritime kingdom would have crumbled in an instant.
    

    
      ‘I’ll never let go of him. For Kesmire… no, for my life as a woman.’
    

    
      From what she had seen of Kyre’s personality, he wasn’t one to turn a woman away even with his arms full. Critics might call him a playboy, but what could they do? It was natural for bees and butterflies to swarm a flower bearing fragrant honey, and it was inevitable that women would fall in love with a hero of unprecedented proportions.
    

    
      ‘Tiavel will come here soon, I guess.’
    

    
      Once she got the news that Kyre would become an emperor, the coy Tiavel would fly over from Haildrian. Her eye for men was spot on, that was for sure. She, along with all the other women here, were well-meaning competitors. Chrisia resolved herself to show who among them could devote themselves most fully to Kyre.
    

    
      That was the humble wish of a woman who wanted to walk through flower gardens with the man she loved instead roughing it on the seas.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 214: Eternal Emperor
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Master, how is your health?”
    

    
      “Y-You’ve come…”
    

    
      I smiled at Master Bumdalf. Before I reached the 8th Circle, this shameless scammer had no qualms about conjuring some ridiculous BS to snatch my room, in my mansion. But now, I could only see him by coming to the magic tower built next to the mansion, and his expression was the epitome of bitterness.
    

    
      “Thank you for your hard work. If you hadn’t sent me to the Kallian Continent, how could I have possibly become a Demon Slayer? This is all thanks to you, Master. Well, I very nearly died a few times to get here, but I’m not a petty man who would resent you for such a minor thing.”
    

    
      Master Bumdalf’s face stiffened at my words. He knew as well as I that after I swallowed the demon’s manaheart, I surpassed him.
    

    
      “Ha-Haha. I’ve always been sorry about that. The magic crystal exploded, so there was nothing I could do. Still, you’re fortunate. You’re now an emperor thanks to the mana cultivation method I gave you.”
    

    
      Master laughed awkwardly as scrambled for excuses.
    

    
      “That’s true. I’m sitting on the throne now thanks to that unproven mana cultivation method, so I really should thank you time and time again.”
    

    
      I especially emphasized the ‘unproven’ part. Now, I feared no one, not even Master. No matter how hard he worked, there was no guarantee he would ever land a lucky jackpot and jump by sheer coincidence to the 9th Circle like I did.
    

    
      Between mages, there was an unwritten law. There was no such thing as seniority among mages. Your rank was decided purely by whether your circles were lower or higher than the other person.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. I’m just being easy on you since you’re my master.’
    

    
      Even between master and disciple, the moment the circles were reversed, the master had to bow their head to the mage with the higher circle. Enlightenments regarding circles that were enabled by the mana mages revered were sacrosanct. Even Master could not be exempt from the rule.
    

    
      An awkward smile was fixed on Master’s face as he tried to come up with some vague praise. I chortled to myself thinking of how much his insides must be churning to treat a greenling brat like me in such a way.
    

    
      “You have a nice room here. I can see you’re not lacking for anything.”
    

    
      “Th-Those mage brats must have cleaned out their magic towers and dumped everything here. I don’t really need all this, but they were saying it was necessary for Nerman or something…”
    

    
      After every single Tower Master took a one-way express trip to hell, the mages of each of the Continent’s magic towers lost their clues to high-circle magic. According to Derval, they were all closing down their magic towers and swarming to Nerman. The only mages of the 7th Circle left on the Kallian Continent were the Tower Masters of the Bajran Imperial Family and a few kingdoms. None of them had fame and reputation even close to my 8th Circle master and the 9th Circle me, so mages were making a mad rush to the territory.
    

    
      ‘Will we become the Continent’s only magic tower?’
    

    
      It could change in the future, but for the time being, it was impossible to hold the Nerman Magic Tower in check. It instantly became the locus of the Continent’s several thousand mages.
    

    
      “As expected of you, Master. You’ve accrued the mages’ respect in such a short time.”
    

    
      “Not like I did much…”
    

    
      Master was uncharacteristically modest even towards praise. He snuck uneasy glances at me. The I’m-on-top-of-the-world confidence he’d wrapped around himself like a glamorous cape when he first came here had been blown entirely off his shoulders.
    

    
      ‘Work hard for me for a while. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Only Master could take my place in leading the mages. Circles aside, Master was a hundred years ahead of me in notoriety. He was crucial to be able to exploit the luxury resources called mages. I was planning on putting them to work in necessary civil engineering projects in the Laviter Empire once the work was done in Nerman.
    

    
      “Please work hard, Master. Unfortunately, I think I’ll be getting a little busy. I’ll be going on a trip to go learn 9th Circle magic knowledge soon.”
    

    
      “9th Circle magic… knowledge!”
    

    
      I was pretty impressed by his calmness, but his calm facade cracked at the mention of 9th Circle magic knowledge.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Game over.’
    

    
      Master didn’t know, but I had my own little fishing method that I had polished and perfected on the Kallian Continent. I knew Master had fallen, hook, line, and sinker. To a mage, higher level magic knowledge was a forbidden fruit of temptation comparable to no other.
    

    
      “Well then, I’m busy, so I’ll leave you to it…”
    

    
      I dipped my head to show my respect for my master. He might have tricked me into all this, but Master Bumdalf was still the great archmage who made me the man I was now. There was a very small part of my heart that respected him.
    

    
      I, the Emperor of the Nerman Empire, Kyre, was absolutely not a petty man.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Swooooooooooooooooooosh. Flap flap flap flap flap flap. Guoooooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      Before I knew it, it was mid September. Golden fields of autumn wheat were ripening all over the expansive plains that made up my territory. I relished the feeling of flying over the endless fields. The 9th Circle I attained after duking it out with Altakas and the demon and sleeping for ten days straight enabled me to teleport instantly to any place in Nerman, but I liked the feeling of Bebeto’s vigorous wingbeats under me as the wind surged past us. It was as refreshing as getting a kiss from a woman I loved.
    

    
      ‘Time has really flown by…’
    

    
      Three years had already passed since I jumped to the Kallian Continent. A kid who knew nothing was about to become an emperor who could make the Continent move. If I were in Korea, I would either be preparing for the national college exam or putting in applications, living an ordinary, unremarkable life. But in the time I should have been memorizing English words and solving math formulas, I became an emperor. People on Earth would call me crazy, but in Kallian, my name was a legend.
    

    
      ‘The elves were a big help this time…’
    

    
      The contribution of Nerman’s other citizens, the dwarves and elves, was undisputable. If the dwarves hadn’t made us weapons, Nerman would have fallen long ago, and if the elves hadn’t joined the final battle, our losses would have been far greater.
    

    
      ‘The world is a place where you help one another. Even the biggest tree cannot make a forest.’
    

    
      What use was 9th Circle magic if I had to live trapped on a deserted island? In that regard, I was a blessed person. I had the support of kind, loyal knights and elves and dwarves who couldn’t work with any other kingdom on the Continent. Like the old saying, ‘Birds of a virtuous feather flock together,’ I was a truly good fellow, no doubt about it.
    

    
      
        Guoooooooooooooooo!
      
    

    
      ‘We’re already here.’
    

    
      I lost track of time looking at my territory that was developing day by day, and before I knew it, we reached the joint city of the dwarves and elves. It was far smaller in scale compared to Nerman Castle, but it was plenty big enough for the two races.
    

    
      
        Flap flap.
      
    

    
      Upon spotting me, a harpy went aloft and quickly approached, the giant eagle so familiar to us that Bebeto even sent it a bugling greeting. On its back was the pure elf, Narmias.
    

    
      ‘Just the thought of her makes my heart warm.’
    

    
      My lips curled into an involuntary smile. Like a mother’s warm embrace, the elf Narmias always greeted me with all her heart. Our races might be different, but that meant nothing.
    

    
      
        Swooooooosh.
      
    

    
      The harpy flew swiftly to my side.
    

    
      “Lord Kyre!”
    

    
      Narmias pulled off her helmet and called my name with a bright grin.
    

    
      “Narmias, I missed you!”
    

    
      “Yes, I missed you too.”
    

    
      Words of confession flitted between us as we flew side by side, smiling at each other.
    

    
      “Let’s fly today. To the end of this sky!”
    

    
      “Yes! If it’s with you, I’m happy no matter where we go!”
    

    
      The elves didn’t want much. All they wanted was a sincere heart that cared about them. That alone was enough to fill their stomachs. I took a page from their book and let my stomach be full from this moment, this flight, and the infinite love of this woman.
      

    

    
      “Drink! Today, we’ll drink ‘til we really drop!”
    

    
      “Wh-What? Yes sir…”
    

    
      After an exhilarating flight with Narmias, we returned to the city of the dwarves and elves and found ourselves in the middle of a drinking party. Patriarch Cassiars, a dwarf who could invent an excuse to drink at every turn, came rambling our way with a huge tin mug overflowing with beer. 
    

    
      ‘They really are easygoing folk.’
    

    
      Unlike the dwarves knocking back their cups, the elves were sitting on the city walls plucking harps or immersed in quiet meditation. The two groups could not be any more different, but strangely, they complemented each other nicely.
    

    
      
        Sizzzzzle.
      
    

    
      ‘Fuck. The territory’s pig stock will get eaten up at this rate.’
    

    
      Peanuts or other light snacks went well with beer, but the dwarves were fully converted by my tastes and were grilling pork belly directly on stone slabs. And that wasn’t just an isolated occurrence, but an act repeated by hundreds of dwarves. They were jovially cooking up a heap of grilled pork, raising their glasses all the while.
    

    
      ‘Th-They even have kimchi!’
    

    
      When the meat was almost ready, the dwarves brought out kimchi from a wooden container and grilled it along with the meat.
    

    
      “It’s the kim-chee we had at your castle. Eating it with meat is quite addictive, so we tried making some. What do you think? Doesn’t it taste similar?”
    

    
      I gave an order to supply the dwarves with whatever they needed or wanted, so they had plentiful access to the ingredients and created this kimchi. As expected of a race with excellent craftsmanship, the product wasn’t much different from what I made. They probably got the method from Lucia’s mom.
    

    
      

    

    
      PR/N: RIP Lucia’s Mom who still doesn’t have an actual name.
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Wait… What if kimchi really becomes a trend on the Continent?’
    

    
      Kimchi, the representative food of Korea. There was no cure for it once you were addicted, but it was too late for them, the dwarves had crossed a bridge they shouldn’t have crossed.
    

    
      ‘Mm… smells amazing.’
    

    
      The kimchi was cooked in savory pork belly fat, and on stone slabs, no less. It was nothing short of an art. My mouth filled with drool.
    

    
      “Please give me a glass too.”
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      “Ohhh! I see we have ourselves a courageous elf here!”
    

    
      Narmias, who refused to leave my side, was extending a mug to ask for beer.
    

    
      “N-Narmias…”
    

    
      “It’s alright. I’ve always wanted to try drinking at least once. I was curious as to why you like it so much.”
    

    
      Narmias smiled as she gazed at the beer Patriarch Cassiars poured her, the gates opening to the path of her corruption.
    

    
      “Come! Let’s give a toast then! Congratulations to Emperor Kyre on his ascension! Cheers!”
    

    
      “Cheers!!!”
    

    
      As the Patriarch raised his mug high, the dwarves shouted a hearty cheer and emptied their mugs.
    

    
      “Kyaaa—!”
    

    
      “Ahhhh!”
    

    
      Naked exclamations of delight rang out.
    

    
      “Ah…!”
    

    
      Narmias was no exception. The corrupted elf gulped down the beer sloshing to the brim in her mug in a single moment.
    

    
      “Ahh~”
    

    
      I, too, was the same. The magic refrigerated beer went down in an explosion of fizz and refreshing coolness, and a surge of happiness washed away all the fatigue I’d accumulated.
    

    
      “It’s delicious!”
    

    
      Narmias recognized the deliciousness of alcohol from the start. I started worrying that she would make a dash for the grilled pork belly next.
    

    
      “Hahaha, I like you. Narmias, was it? I’ll give you the right to participate in our festivals from now on.”
    

    
      Patriarch Cassiars let out a good natured laugh, clearly liking Narmias, the first elf to drink alcohol. 
    

    
      ‘Things on the Continent are getting sorted out… guess it’s time to make a trip to Earth.’
    

    
      I couldn’t see any more issues that could become problematic on the Kallian Continent. Now, I could easily go to Earth on my own even without Master. The bracelet still on my wrist held the dimensional coordinates to teleport to Earth.
    

    
      ‘Before that, I should meet Ryker.’
    

    
      I hadn’t formally taken over the Laviter Empire yet, and I needed to go meet Ryker, who was still boldly occupying the Imperial City. Once the inauguration was finished, I couldn’t allow a “foreigner” to loiter on my land, which would be guarded by Nerman’s Skyknights. I was just intending on letting Ryker handle the Empire’s protection for the time being.
    

    
      “Narmias, what are you doing?”
    

    
      ‘Hrm?’
    

    
      A familiar voice broke my wandering thoughts.
    

    
      “E-Elder!”
    

    
      Narmias jumped to her feet, clutching the mug she’d been happily drinking from.
    

    
      “Hey, no need to startle a gal having a good time,” complained Cassiars.
    

    
      I didn’t think Elder Parciano of the elves would show up here. The elders were said to seldom leave the Elven Village, but the Chief Elder who appeared silently and unannounced was stroking his white beard as he looked at Narmias.
    

    
      “W-Welcome to the party, Elder. Haha, thank you so much for your assistance in the last battle.”
    

    
      I jumped in, not willing to sit back and watch my beloved Narmias get an earful of scolding.
    

    
      “Narmias…” called out Elder Parciano, his voice quiet and calm.
    

    
      “Yes… Elder.”
    

    
      Narmias tearfully bowed her head, her cheeks flushed from a single mug of beer.
    

    
      ‘Uh oh.’
    

    
      The elves were strict adherents of abstinent life. It was already incredible that they were getting along with humans and dwarves, but they weren’t permitted to drink yet.
    

    
      “Is it that tasty?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “I’m asking, is the beer that tasty?”
    

    
      “W-Well… It’s delicious. An intense burst of flavor very unlike the dew we drink in the morning gives off a sweet fragrance in the mouth. And… the feeling of it going down the throat and warming the stomach is very novel.”
    

    
      Narmias’ earnest, detailed explanation was very becoming of her race; elves were honest and true in all things.
    

    
      “Then give me a cup as well.”
    

    
      “P-Pardon?”
    

    
      ‘Holy moly! Way to go, Parciano.’
    

    
      An elf—an elf elder!—was asking for beer.
    

    
      “Ohhhhhhhhhh! Happy day, happy day! To think that elven elders would deign to drink beer with our people! Hahahahaha! Come, take your drink. I hereby take back what I said about you guys being emotionless sticks!”
    

    
      Cassiars took delight in making new drinking buddies. He topped up his emptied mug and passed it to Elder Parciano.
    

    
      “Come! Let’s do another toast. Cheers to the elves, who have earned the right to become friends with our people, and cheers to our eternal emperor, Kyre!”
    

    
      “Cheers!”
    

    
      A chorus of dwarven voices burst out all around us.
    

    
      Bringing my mug to my lips, I savored the harmonious moment in the paradise I had dreamed of. 
    

    
      One by one, things were coming together.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Help me out a little longer.”
    

    
      “Sigh, you’re too much. To think you swallowed such a huge piece of land in the blink of an eye! Your prowess exceeds my imagination, my liege.”
    

    
      “No, I didn’t expect your status to be what it is.”
    

    
      I was in the Laviter Imperial City, a place I had visited under very different circumstances before. There were only a few days left until the coronation, but I still made the time to come, wanting to praise Ryker, who had been guarding the Empire very nicely for me in my stead.
    

    
      “It’s not fair. You were just a count not long ago, and all of a sudden you’ve become the emperor of an empire. Until my spry Imperial Father passes away, I’ll still be stuck speaking respectfully to you.”
    

    
      This rascal who spoke without a filter had tidied up the Imperial City Altakas had made a total mess of. He brought Opern Empire mages and summoners to completely turn the Imperial City upside down and rout out any remaining enemies. And then, he waited for me inside the inner castle of the capital where a million people had perished.
    

    
      “Have you heard this saying?”
    

    
      “What saying?”
    

    
      Even though he was the crown prince of an empire, Ryker possessed a freewheeling spirit unshackled by his status.
    

    
      “Once a liege, always a liege.”
    

    
      “Tch. Who said that nonsense? It’s not like you would die for me…”
    

    
      As I expected, Ryker showed an apathetic reaction to my words.
    

    
      “But why didn’t you come to help? In my heart, I was waiting for you.”
    

    
      “Well… I didn’t think I could be much help even if I went, and I figured it would be better to clean out Altakas’ base while he was away, so I came here instead. And to be honest, a small, small part of me was wondering if there might be some kind of loot in the treasury of an empire famous all over the Continent. But it was a total bust. The place is as empty as a beggar’s bowl.”
    

    
      ‘Of course. As if the 8th Circle mage Altakas would be so naive as to leave his treasures unprotected. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      However, I could sense it. Inside the castle was a room hidden with magic that only a mage of the 8th Circle and up could detect. That had to be the unimaginable treasury Altakas had kindly saved up over decades of rule for my use.
    

    
      “What a shame. I was going to concede that much to you, at least.”
    

    
      “Seriously. I was gonna empty this place out before you came…”
    

    
      Ryker “abandoned” me in the middle of a crisis and disappeared, but I didn’t blame him for it. I could see that he had wanted to help me in his own way.
    

    
      “That aside, when do you plan on taking her back?”
    

    
      “Taking who?”
    

    
      “If you don’t come and collect her during my coronation, I’ll appoint her as a duchess of the Nerman Empire. And then, I’ll introduce her to a very dashing man.”
    

    
      “You wound me with your words, my liege! Of course I’ll be present at your coronation. I’ll ask her for her hand, so please prepare the personnel expenses she is owed and an amount befitting a ducal peerage as her dowry.”
    

    
      “Yes, of course. In exchange, take care of my land for me until Nerman’s Imperial Army gets its bearings here.”
    

    
      “Worry not. I will protect this place perfectly.”
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      “No thanks needed for such a thing between us. That aside, the environment here is hardly suitable for a long-awaited reunion…”
    

    
      Ryker’s eyes suddenly gleamed.
    

    
      “No!” I glared at him.
    

    
      “Come now, why’s a hot blooded man like yourself holding back? Let’s get some teleportation magic going and go to the Araktch Imperial City right away. I used the Imperial Family’s intelligence agency to get the deets on a place flowing with boundless delights for the eyes. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      ‘Goddamn… is he really a crown prince?’
    

    
      Like always, Ryker enjoyed his life with plenty of humor, like me.
    

    
      
        Bzzt.
      
    

    
      My gaze met his in midair, and a smile appeared on my lips.
    

    
      No words were needed in this tacit friendship between absolute powers who would have to get along from now on.
    

    
      A single smile coming from the depths of our hearts was enough.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 215: The Coronation
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “The coronation… is finally here.”
    

    
      The month had passed by in a real frenzy. With the start of the autumn harvest, all of the soldiers besides the bare minimum regiment were sent back to their homes to help out. At the same time, the mages and summoners who gathered in Nerman from all over the Continent were organized by class and turned into important talents of the Nerman Empire.
    

    
      That wasn’t all. I was also busy re-educating the priests who came begging on their knees day after day asking me to allow them to construct temples, and receiving the constant stream of kingdom envoys who came loaded with gifts was also a big time sink.
    

    
      And then, after a month of rushing about, dawned the morning of the coronation. Nerman Castle was graced with visits from Princess Igis of the Bajran Empire, Princess Tiavel of the Haildrian Empire, Crown Prince Ryker of the Opern Empire, and royal family members or kings from each of the kingdoms.
    

    
      “You’re supposed to take a photo to commemorate times like this. Too bad we don’t have a camera.”
    

    
      Today was the first day of the Nerman Empire’s foundation. It was a damn shame people on Earth didn’t know about such a historical moment.
    

    
      
        Knock knock.
      
    

    
      “My liege, it’s Derval.”
    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    
      As expected of a dwarven-made door, it opened soundlessly.
    

    
      ‘Hooh, Derval’s looking quite dashing, too.’
    

    
      Derval entered. The heartache he’d suffered while supporting me as my right hand man had kept the fat off his bones, but despite his increased workload this last month, he had fleshed out quite nicely. Today, he was wearing a black suit embroidered with golden thread and a crimson cloak to round out the look. Standing before me was a dashing man without a single fault to mention.
    

    
      “Everyone is ready, my liege.”
    

    
      “Well done.”
    

    
      

    

    
      Derval choked to a halt, his eyes reddening with sudden emotion. He didn’t need to continue. I knew how much anxiety his heart had experienced before I reached this moment.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      I went up to him and hugged him hard.
    

    
      “My liege… Thank you so much. You are exactly the picture of what I always longed for. Your Imperial Majesty of Nerman…”
    

    
      As he uttered my new title with an emotional voice, tears fell down Derval’s cheeks.
    

    
      “This is only the beginning. In the future, I will never bring shame to you as your liege, as I have always done.”
    

    
      “My liege…”
    

    
      From Derval, I wanted to hear him call me liege rather than Your Majesty. He was the buttress who had supported me at every difficult turn. It was because he was there that the Nerman and me of today could be here.
    

    
      “Let’s go. The guests must be waiting.”
    

    
      “Yes, my liege. This one shall assist you.”
    

    
      The moment of fate decided by the gods was nigh. I nodded at Derval.
    

    
      ‘I’m nervous.’
    

    
      “Emperor’s coronation” was easy enough to say, but what awaited me was an event that was surely the crowning honor of the Kang family line. I took in a deep breath and walked forward.
    

    
      
        Clank clank clank clank clank!
      
    

    
      “SALUTE!”
    

    
      As soon as the door slid open, I was greeted by knights of the Nerman Imperial Guard. They fired off a disciplined military salute as soon as they saw me.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu. Let’s go become an emperor then.’
    

    
      I had butterflies, but I wasn’t scared. 
    

    
      Today marked a new beginning. A new beginning in the construction of a paradise that only I could achieve.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “How truly impressive. To think that Nerman would develop this way.”
    

    
      “Even after seeing it with my own eyes, I can hardly believe it. I didn’t think in my wildest dreams the formerly ruined Nerman would grow like this…”
    

    
      The announcement of the Nerman Empire’s founding and the coronation of the nation’s emperor were taking place before the front doors of Nerman Castle. Muted voices came from the special seats of honor occupied by the imperials or royals. Not a single one of them was left unimpressed by the Nerman Road and the vastness and abundance of Nerman they had witnessed on their journey here. In addition, even though this was the founding of a new empire, the man who was formerly the Lord of Nerman had obtained the Laviter Empire in its entirety. 
    

    
      Because the Skyknights of the Continent’s nations had personally witnessed the man pummel a high-level demon to death, they instinctively feared him. Who in all of Kallian could possibly be a match for Kyre, the soon-to-be Emperor of the Nerman Empire? Moreover, his master was the Golden-Eyed Reaper Aidal, whose notoriety was famous even 100 years after the fact, and mages of each of the disbanded magic towers had flocked to his banner. Everyone with half a brain knew that if you invoked his ire, it was no big matter for a kingdom or two to be crushed in a single morning.
    

    
      “The military discipline of the knights and soldiers is no joke, either.”
    

    
      “I’d imagine so. What would people who survived wars with the Bajran and Laviter Empire have to fear?”
    

    
      The knights and soldiers of Nerman had survived wars with two empires that had made the Continent quake in its boots. They were standing in perfect order, guarding the coronation armed with gleaming dwarven-made armor and weapons.
    

    
      “And just look at the expressions of the people. It’s almost as if they’re worshiping a god…”
    

    
      “How truly fearsome and terrifying.”
    

    
      The gazes of the king and royals converged on the same place. It wasn’t just the knights and soldiers, but the tens of thousands of Nerman citizens who were arrayed on the plains that offered a view of the coronation dais. Each and every face was filled with fervor and emotion that clearly proved not a single person had been forced to participate.
    

    
      An energetic fanfare burst out from atop the castle walls.
    

    
      “Please stand. His Imperial Majesty of the Great Nerman Empire is entering!”
    

    
      A knight’s mana-charged shout boomed out over the seated audience. The chattering VIPs hastily rose to their feet.
    

    
      And then, the gates of Nerman Castle opened with a groan.
    

    
      The Emperor of Nerman strode through the gates adorned on both sides with a sculpture of the hybrid wyvern that was Emperor Kyre’s mount, Bebeto.
    

    
      
        Clank clank clank clank!
      
    

    
      Stepping leisurely along a red carpet lined on both sides by hundreds of knights bearing blades that pulsed with blue waves, the man who was to be an emperor walked towards the dais. 
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      Under the blinding October autumn sunshine, Kyre appeared. On his tall frame hung a unique coronation outfit that was black with golden stripes, and behind him trailed a blood-red cloak worn by emperors. From his body radiated a natural dignity. There was no indication he had been a count in charge of Nerman not long ago.
    

    
      
        Swish, swiish.
      
    

    
      He was not alone. Following behind him on both sides was a train of incredibly beautiful women. The women of beauty unparalleled on the Continent were each wearing formal dresses that suited them, the fabric and make appropriate for queens to wear. They walked on each side of Kyre as if to support him. Such a coronation was the first of its kind on the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      As people murmured in awe, the Emperor and the women took their positions on the raised dais made into the coronation stage.
    

    
      “All Hail His Imperial Majesty!”
    

    
      Atop the castle walls came a knight’s cry.
    

    
      “ALL HAIL!”
    

    
      The thousands upon thousands of soldiers stationed on the walls and the knights guarding the dais shouted a resounding salute that crashed over the sturdy walls of Nerman Castle and surged into the sky. At that spectacle, the royals and high ranking nobles of the kingdoms found themselves bowing their heads low even though they weren’t Nerman knights or soldiers. They were overwhelmed. The mighty salute that went off next to them tipped over their already intimidated nerves.
    

    
      “Proceed with the coronation.”
    

    
      When the salute of the soldiers faded to silence, Emperor Kyre’s weighty voice echoed out, audible to all despite its quiet volume. His voice, which reached everyone at the same volume no matter how close or far they stood, inspired another wave of awe. If the rumors were true, the new Emperor of Nerman had gone beyond the realm of humans and was a 9th Circle mage, no, a 9th Circle magic swordsman.
    

    
      
        Whooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      The moment his command was uttered, a small wind suddenly blew over the dais. And as if carried in by the wind, a woman suddenly appeared framed by dozens of priests from each of the temples.
    

    
      “Oh! Gods above…”
    

    
      “No way, they appeared with teleport magic…”
    

    
      It was indeed so. They had appeared instantly using the coordinates of the teleport array under the dais. Under the astonished gazes of the audience, Aramis, the Saintess of the Goddess of Mercy, Neran, and temple priests appeared with magic, enveloped by the beautiful blue glow of holy aura.
    

    
      “It is my honor to have been entrusted with the coronation.” Saintess Aramis bowed her head slightly towards Kyre to show her respect. “By the grace of Holy Neran and the other gods, I bow in thanks.”
    

    
      Kyre stood and bowed his head towards the Saintess and the priests. Though his head was lowered, his back was straight. The people watching the proceedings of the coronation with bated breath saw that he was uncowed even before the gods.
    

    
      “Yesterday, I received an oracle,” Aramis said, smiling wide.
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      People perked up their ears at the mention of an oracle, craning their ears to listen. This was the first time in hundreds of years that an oracle had been delivered for an emperor’s coronation.
    

    
      “May I ask what kind of oracle?” asked Emperor Kyre, seemingly just as curious.
    

    
      “Holy Neran came to me in my dreams and spoke to me. She said to not forget your promise to the gods. So long as you do so, they shall walk hand in hand with Your Imperial Majesty and the Nerman Empire forever.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      Upon hearing Saintess Aramis’ words, Emperor Kyre closed his eyes with a quiet exclamation. The people were once again awed by that sight. Emperor Kyre of Nerman was so beloved by the gods that they granted an oracle to bless his ascent. Everyone watching vowed to never make him an enemy in the future.
      

    

    
      ‘Haah, they sure have a keen memory.’
    

    
      I smiled wryly at Aramis’ words. It was all in the past, but the gods remembered everything clearly. I was a little bitter, but what could I do? How could I possibly forget the absolute vow of loyalty I made to the gods? I knew it was thanks to them that I could reach the 9th Circle and become Emperor.
    

    
      ‘Hrm?’
    

    
      Before the coronation could continue, I spotted a group of dots flying in from far in the distance.
    

    
      ‘Harpies?’
    

    
      There were a lot of people here, so I didn’t think the elves would participate. To my surprise, they were appearing on a flock of harpies.
    

    
      “I-It’s the elves!”
    

    
      “Woah! It’s the elves and dwarves!”
    

    
      The people of Nerman had seen them many times, so they weren’t surprised, but shock painted the faces of the invited guests.
    

    
      “Emperor Kyre! Wait one moment!”
    

    
      A booming cry from Patriarch Cassiars of the Dwarven Luhalumere Clan brought the coronation to a brief pause.
    

    
      
        Flap flap, flap flap, flap flap flap.
      
    

    
      The harpies the newcomers were riding began to land.
    

    
      As if to brandish the fact that he was an impatient dwarf, Patriarch Cassiars jumped off a harpy’s back while it was still aloft.
    

    
      “Haha. We’re not too late,” chortled the Patriarch upon seeing me. “Our people have prepared a gift for Emperor Kyre.”
    

    
      Cassiars opened the luxurious silver case in his hands.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The moment the lid was opened, the contents flashed blindingly under the light of the sun.
    

    
      ‘A crown!’
    

    
      Inside the silver case was a mithril crown bordered with gold. The fist-sized diamond encrusted in the middle shined radiantly. 
    

    
      “Priestess, please use this.”
    

    
      Immediately recognizing that Aramis was preceding the coronation, Cassiars pushed the crown towards her. Derval had requested a crown from the dwarves, but they refused, saying they couldn’t make one with such short notice. However, the dwarves prepared this completely unexpected event to surprise me once again. My heart flushed with warmth.
    

    
      ‘Narmias, you’re late.’
    

    
      And she, Narmias, was finally here. She was donning the elven airplate over her slender body that was characteristic of her race. No matter what she wore, she was the picture of beauty.
    

    
      “On behalf of the Green Wood Clan, I wish to offer my congratulations for the founding of the Nerman Empire and the coronation of Emperor Kyre. I pray that Nerman becomes a tree of life whose roots shall never rot for an eternity.”
    

    
      One of the elves stepped forward to deliver congratulations on behalf of Elder Parciano. I knew he was an elf who would soon become an elder.
    

    
      “Thank you for coming, my dwarven and elven brothers and sisters.”
    

    
      I gave my response with a warm smile. This was a coronation, but there was no need to be uptight. After a brief detour, Aramis continued the process, still thronged by elves and dwarves.
    

    
      “I hereby proceed with the coronation. In the name of the eleven noble gods granted authority by the Great God Adeine, I appoint thee as Emperor Kyre von Nerman, Emperor of the newly established Nerman Empire.”
    

    
      I knelt before her, and she placed the dwarven-made crown atop my head.
    

    
      It weighed upon me, heavier than I expected.
    

    
      With a rustle of fabric, I slowly came to my feet. The blazing gazes of everyone naturally converged on me, and on my opening lips.
    

    
      “I, Emperor Kyre von Nerman of the Great Nerman Empire, do in my name thus declare! My people! Offer thy worship! For the mighty empire we shall protect together has been appointed today under the blessing of all of the gods!”
    

    
      As if responding to my strong feelings, my 9th Circle mana automatically stirred to life, lending wings to my voice and sending it booming over the land like thunder. For a moment, there was utter silence. Everyone had been shocked into a momentary daze by my triumphant roar.
    

    
      But in the next moment, my ever-loyal knight Derval raised his hand high in a salute and shouted a cheer, his voice passionate.
    

    
      “LONG LIVE THE NERMAN EMPIRE! LONG LIVE HIS IMPERIAL MAJESTY EMPEROR KYRE!”
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAAAAAAAH! LONG LIVE THE NERMAN EMPIRE! LONG LIVE HIS IMPERIAL MAJESTY EMPEROR KYRE! LONG LIVE!”
    

    
      “YEAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH! LONG LIVE! LONG LIVE! LONG LIVE!"
    

    
      The jubilant cheers of the knights and soldiers followed. The people who had been a part of the Nerman Empire’s history from the very start wept as they raised their hands high and screamed long live again and again.
    

    
      
        Swoooooooooooooooosh.
      
    

    
      
        Booooooooooooooooooom! Boooooooooooooooom!
      
    

    
      Magic fireworks burst out above us. The thousand or so Nerman imperial mages had taken up positions on the castle wall at some point. They began to line the sky with thousands of magic flowers even brighter than the sun.
    

    
      ‘I’m finally… Emperor.’
    

    
      After completing the crowning step for the paradise I had so dearly longed for, I found myself holding hands with Aramis and Narmias, gazing at the magic fireworks that were surely the blessing of mana.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 216: Return to Earth
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Please tell me the password.”
    

    
      “Why should I? Why do I have to cough up my hard-earned fortune to you? I have no business with you.”
    

    
      The coronation ended. Still riding the high of the coronation, Derval enthusiastically recommended going straight away into my wedding, but I thought it was a little much for a guy who wasn’t even 20 yet to get married. I’d already shown the women I loved before a huge audience, so no one had any complaints.
    

    
      ‘Tch, this geezer’s playing hard to get.’
    

    
      Plus, there was something I had to take care of before I could get married. I had to make a brief trip back to Earth. I could go even without Master’s help, but the problem was money. Here, I had more money and treasures than I knew what to do with, but on Earth, I had nothing to my name.
    

    
      ‘Huhu. Let’s just see how long you can hold out.’
    

    
      I didn’t just need the unlimited card, but Master’s organization, the Magician Group.
    

    
      “Open Pocket Dimension,” I calmly chanted in front of Master. “Where was it again…?”
    

    
      Master’s eyes grew wide. To an upper circle mage, your pocket dimension was the most tightly kept secret you were supposed to hide from even your kids and wife. Master Bumdalf watched me rifle through such a thing right in front of him with shock on his face.
    

    
      “Ah, here it is.” I pulled out a magic tome from a corner of my pocket dimension. “I thought Master might get bored, so I brought a 9th Circle magic tome penned by a dragon…”
    

    
      As I trailed off, I clucked my tongue regretfully. Within mere moments, this master of mine who had claimed he had no business with me just moments ago was so agitated at the mention of a 9th Circle magic tome that only the whites of his eyes could be seen.
    

    
      “H-Hyuk, my boy… I mean, Your Majesty. Come now, don’t be like that. For the Group’s secure password, you just have to type 00000001 on the computer in my magic tower on Earth. Use as much as you like. As if there’s anything I would withhold from my own disciple! Haha, hahaha.”
    

    
      Even as he forced a laugh, Master’s eyes were fixed on the magic tome in my hands like a starving dog eyeing a bone. He and I both knew that this 9th Circle tome was more valuable than the money he couldn’t even use on Earth.
    

    
      ‘There’s no helping Master, seriously. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Master had already fallen for my bait, hook, line, and sinker. Though… He didn’t know that as long as he stayed at the 8th Circle, he was doomed to be my eternal prey.
    

    
      ‘But my god, that’s one weak password. Tch…’
    

    
      For the key to a bank vault that held untold fortunes on Earth, that password was way too half-baked. But it didn’t matter. I was planning on changing it as soon as I got my hands on the account anyway.
    

    
      ‘I’ll go and come back in a jiffy.’
    

    
      It had been a long, long three years. My coronation ended without a hitch, and Nerman’s autumn harvest was also over. I appointed Sir Derval, Shailt, and Cedrian as dukes and granted peerages to the territory knights who had contributed. The Nerman Empire’s new lands were incredibly big anyway, so I didn’t hold back and did everything as I wanted.
    

    
      ‘That reminds me, a woman’s heart really can’t be trusted. To think she just went and left with one word from Ryker.’
    

    
      In the middle of all that, Lady Janice followed Ryker to the Opern Empire. Since it was possible she might become a queen of an empire, I sent her off with a few decent things among the treasures that had been hidden in the Laviter Imperial Palace.
    

    
      “Okay, here it is. You’re advanced in years, so do make sure to enjoy the magic tome slowly without overdoing it, Master. If you manage the empire’s magic tower well while I’m on Earth, I can show you a few more volumes.”
    

    
      “Y-You mean it? R-Really? Kuhahaha! Don’t you worry. While you’re away, I’ll make sure Nerman is safe.”
    

    
      Now, I could leave Nerman without much worries. As long as a dragon or a demon didn’t show up, no one could do a thing to my powerful empire. As I gave the tome to Master, my final preparation to return to Earth was done.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “You’re returning home?”
    

    
      “Yeah. It might take some time. I need to see my parents, and I’ll have a lot to discuss with my various relatives, too.”
    

    
      “I see… If that’s the case, you need to go.”
    

    
      After finishing the coronation, other than Aramis, most of the ladies returned to their original places. I promised them that we would have a grand wedding in some years, so they left without complaints. They were probably secretly squirreling away a chunk of their household funds to come and get married to me.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. It’ll be one month at most.”
    

    
      “Yes. Please don’t worry about me.”
    

    
      Once she knew I was going home, Aramis grinned at me without further protest, looking at me with warm eyes while telling me not to worry about her.
    

    
      ‘Goodness! You cutie, just you wait. Oppa will be back before you know it.’
    

    
      I was sad, too. I would have liked nothing more than to laze around and enjoy a blissful life in my paradise with all my beautiful girls around me. But it was now time to go visit my parents. No matter how much of a safari wilderness program they raised me with, I knew they were worrying about me as my parents.
    

    
      With a rustle of fabric, I brought Aramis into my embrace. There was nothing more to hide. I devoted my entire attention to this woman, who was happy just hugging like this. The happiness I felt in this moment became my everything.
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Flaaaaaaaash!
      
    

    
      “Bleargh!”
    

    
      As I knelt, the flash of mana so bright I could still see it with my eyes closed slowly faded, and I expelled the churning contents of my stomach. Closing my mouth with my hand, I slowly opened my eyes.
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      My vision returned to me hazily, still blinded by the mana light. But soon enough, I was able to make out an all-too-familiar place.
    

    
      “I-I made it!”
    

    
      I had dimensionally traveled back to Earth without any issues. Now, I was in Master’s underground bunker in Iceland, the country he basically owned. Even though Master wasn’t here, the entire facility was still being maintained, and the Clear magic circle on the grounds kept it spotless.
    

    
      “Huhuhu… I’m back. I’m finally back on Earth!”
    

    
      At first, I had wanted to come back so badly. But now, this place was more of a place where my parents lived rather than my home.
    

    
      “Chang Li, I’ll crush you first.”
    

    
      That was the Triad boss who had lost his right to be a disciple of Master. I still vividly remembered how he dared to put a hole in my stomach with third-rate magic. One of the Kang family’s creeds, our household’s version of Truth, was that it was fine to forget your savior, but you could never forget someone who had brought you pain. The memories I’d been suppressing revived inside me like an explosion.
    

    
      “First, I should access the central computer and check Master’s account. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      Ever since I became a 9th Circle archmage, a sense of calm had pervaded me. I hummed to myself as I sat in front of the computer I’d always seen Master use, a device I could never even think of approaching when I was last here. Just like before, broadcasts from nations all over Earth were being displayed on dozens of TVs.
    

    
      “Here it is.”
    

    
      Any 21st century Korean kid knew how to work a computer. I easily navigated the Windows operating system set to English and found a folder named “Money” on the massive monitor.
    

    
      
        Cli-click.
      
    

    
      With two clicks, a password window appeared. I lightly typed in 00000001.
    

    
      
        Flash.
      
    

    
      After inputting the password, I was momentarily taken aback by the words that flooded the screen.
    

    
      “Woah! Wh-What’s all this?”
    

    
      The folder was named “Money”, but inside it were over a hundred accounts in subfolders. Not just that, but there was a comprehensive list of companies so long it couldn’t be counted, and when I clicked a name, the words “Stock Holdings” and graphs appeared in clear sight before me.
    

    
      “I-Intel stock 14%, Coca Cola 18%... Walmart 22%, ExxonMobil 30%...”
    

    
      After seeing the names of the companies and the stock percentages, I was struck speechless. There wasn’t a single Top 100 company Master didn’t have stocks in. To my shock, he didn’t just have one investment company, but was investing under dozens of different names.
    

    
      “This is fucking nuts. Just what did he hoard such a huge fortune for?”
    

    
      I knew Master used his magic knowledge to greatly contribute to 21st century Earth and earn quite a sum of money, but I never even imagined he would be such a trillionaire.
    

    
      “Then these must be loaded too…”
    

    
      I moved away from the stock accounts and started opening up the bank accounts. I clicked on one of the many accounts in a Swiss bank.
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      And then, I saw it. I saw how meaningless a number truly could be.
    

    
      “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight zeros? A hundred million? In dollars?!”
    

    
      A sum slightly over a whopping hundred million dollars was in the Swiss account. There was no need to check the other accounts. From just what I had seen, it was clear Master pretty much had the world financially in his pocket. With such an insane fortune, he could easily financially carpet bomb an advanced nation or two in a single day if he so wanted.
    

    
      “He’s well and truly mad. Usually, people go broke in their old age, so what’s with this geezer?”
    

    
      If it was a decent sum, I’d feel some greed, but this was on such an outrageous scale that it was downright incomprehensible. But to be honest, my heart wasn’t that ruffled. On the Kallian Continent, my wealth and fame were greater than the fortune Master had accumulated here on Earth. Moreover, I was an emperor, not even a king. I wasn’t going to be cowed by something like this.
    

    
      “Huhu, then let’s put it to good use, thank you very much.”
    

    
      As Master’s good disciple, I was planning on helping him use the fortune he’d hoarded.
    

    
      “If I remember correctly, picking up this phone connects automatically to a line.”
    

    
      There was a phone next to the computer. Before Master passed down his magic knowledge to me, I remembered him talking adeptly through the phone in a foreign language I couldn’t understand.
    

    
      I picked up the receiver.
    

    
      
        Ring, ring, ring.
      
    

    
      
        Click.
      
    

    
      After exactly three rings, someone on the other side picked up.
    

    
      “Master, how may I help you?” A calm woman’s voice came over the receiver.
    

    
      ‘Eh? This voice is—!’
    

    
      “Lady Marisol?”
    

    
      “...Master Hyuk?”
    

    
      Marisol responded to my English in French.
    

    
      ‘Oh, YES!’
    

    
      As soon as I heard Marisol’s voice, I remembered a certain scene. Marisol’s goddess figure, as dazzling as the Mediterranean resort we were in. My face flushed with heat.
    

    
      “Haha. It’s been a while, Marisol.”
    

    
      “Wow! It truly has, Hyuk.”
    

    
      The warmth in Marisol’s voice was proportionate to my own.
    

    
      “Master has passed the full power of the Magician Group to me. As such, I need your help, Marisol.”
    

    
      “Hoho, worry not, Hyuk. No, my new Master. If there is any way I can help, I will do my utmost.”
    

    
      Marisol decisively said she would help me without doubting my words for a moment. Like I thought, my luck with women was top notch, at least.
    

    
      “Could you find someone for me, then?”
    

    
      “Yes, the Magician Group’s intelligence gathering is even more precise and quick than the Mossad, the special intelligence agency of Israel that is called the best in the world.”
    

    
      “I see. Huhu.” My lips curled into a cold smile. “His name is Chang Li. I don’t know where he lives, but he’s an important boss of the Triad. He’s in his mid to late 40s and has a big scar on his forehead.”
    

    
      I gave her the name I’d heard from Master.
    

    
      “Understood. I will look into it immediately, Master.”
    

    
      “Ah, and please send a helicopter I can use here at headquarters. Along with the exclusive airplane I was using before… and an unlimited card.”
    

    
      “Yes, Master. I will prepare those immediately.”
    

    
      Considering how the prickly-tempered Master Bumdalf trusted her to take care of matters, there was no doubt Marisol was incredibly good at what she did. She accepted my tasks with crisp and refreshing calls of ‘Master’.
    

    
      ‘Huhuhu… Chang Li, wait a little. This hyungnim is coming for you.’
    

    
      I smiled as I thought of that sickening face violently relishing my pain as he buried a knife into my lower belly. It wasn’t just that I couldn’t forgive him. I couldn’t even bear to breathe the same air as him on the same planet.
    

    
      “You stupid idiot! Big fat farty butthole!”
    

    
      Just then, I heard a familiar phrase from one of the TVs fixed on the wall. I turned my head.
    

    
      And then, I saw it. On the biggest TV right in the middle of the entire wall full of them, was a broadcast from South Korea. Without realizing it, I was drawn into the sitcom. And before long, I was able to figure out what “big fat farty butthole” meant, upon which my expression stiffened.
    

    
      I really couldn’t help but love that master of mine, even though I really, truly tried not to. I decided I would make sure to express this “love” I felt today when I got back to Kallian.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Shatter.
      
    

    
      A glass fell to the marble ground and shattered. It had slipped from the hand of Chang Li, one of the top bosses of the Triad, a criminal organization that had expanded past the continent of Asia altogether and was now enjoying its golden age.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Because he had trained in martial arts for a long time and even knew magic, he normally didn’t make such small mistakes. Moreover, he did so on the day when the Triad bosses would be meeting in Hong Kong. It was just a small thing that happened while he was drinking water, but Chang Li felt a stir of uneasiness. The Triad’s influence had creeped into the continent’s political structure and was at the height of its power, yet a strange feeling of ominousness swept through his heart.
    

    
      “Huhu, I must be old now, too.”
    

    
      He might be a big boss of the Triad, but there was nothing he could do about the old archmage holed up in Iceland. Quite some time had passed since Chang Li put a knife in the old man’s disciple, but he was unsatisfied. He managed to stab the kid in the belly, but then Kang Hyuk suddenly disappeared in a flash of light. According to the rumors, the kid was never seen again in South Korea afterwards.
    

    
      “Once I wrap things up today, I should take a break.”
    

    
      Today was an important meeting of the bosses of the Triad’s various organizations, held once a year. Once this was over, he was thinking of resting for a month or two somewhere nice and quiet.
    

    
      
        Riiiiing.
      
    

    
      The intercom in Chang Li’s office rang. He picked up the receiver.
    

    
      “Master, it is time to depart.”
    

    
      “Got it. Prepare the car.”
    

    
      “Yes, Master.”
    

    
      As he instructed his subordinate, Chang Li slipped into the leather jacket he was fond of wearing. Inside the jacket was the reassuring weight of the nano alloy knife he always had on him.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Have a nice trip, Hyuk.”
    

    
      “Thanks, Marisol.”
    

    
      The Magician Group’s information network truly was more outstanding than Israel’s intelligence agency. In just three hours, they uncovered everything there was to know about Chang Li. I got on a helicopter and flew to Iceland’s Reykjavik International Airport, where I was able to board my A380 airplane for the first time in a while. 
    

    
      Of course, as soon as I got on the plane, I was reunited with the waiting Marisol. I did get the sense that the skin on her face had grown slightly less tight due to the years that had passed, but her figure was as incredible as ever. She greeted me warmly with kisses on both cheeks.
    

    
      After a plane ride with Marisol, I arrived in Hong Kong. As soon as the plane landed, I procured clothes for myself at the duty free shop, and I was able to leave the international airport in no time at all without even showing my passport through the route usually reserved for diplomats.
    

    
      ‘The seasons are a few months apart from Kallian.’
    

    
      I couldn’t calculate the exact time difference because of the dimensional time and spatial difference, but before I came to Earth, autumn was in full swing on the Kallian Continent. But here on Earth, it was January. Marisol told me that a sudden cold snap had brought heavy snow and extreme cold to South Korea.
    

    
      ‘It’s not cold though.’
    

    
      I came out of the airport wearing jeans, a short sleeve cotton undershirt, with an Armani t-shirt and a blue jacket on top. It was about 15 degrees Celsius outside, comparable to Korea’s fall weather.
    

    
      
        Screech.
      
    

    
      A full-sized Volvo limousine with tinted windows stopped in front of me as I left the airport.
    

    
      “Master, please get on.”
    

    
      A man in his mid-30s wearing sunglasses bent at a crisp angle, gesturing to me.
    

    
      ‘Marisol really is one damn good assistant.’
    

    
      She prepared everything with excruciating care. If I didn’t have women I loved back in Kallian, I’d probably be tempted to employ her as my lifelong assistant. She was just that amazing.
    

    
      The man opened the back door.
    

    
      I got in quietly without saying thanks. That was the kind of position a master had. The man got in the driver’s seat without complaint.
    

    
      “To his location.”
    

    
      “Yes, Master.”
    

    
      He nodded, seemingly informed on my plans.
    

    
      
        Vrooom.
      
    

    
      The car pulled away with a pleasant hum of the engine. Towards my foe, the hapless Chang Li.
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      ‘Oho, quite the impressive security.’
    

    
      The destination of the car I got into was the highlight of Hong Kong, Victoria Harbour. Docked far in the distance was a massive super luxury cruise ship.
    

    
      “Master, the Group’s Security Force is on standby. They are awaiting your orders.”
    

    
      ‘Security Force? What’s that?’
    

    
      I hadn’t heard about its existence from Marisol.
    

    
      “Are they trustworthy?” I asked.
    

    
      “Of course. They are all cream of the crop individuals carefully selected from special forces of countries all over the world. The 50 troops currently on standby in Hong Kong can easily wipe out the likes of the Triad in a matter of moments.”
    

    
      The man in sunglasses was called Michael. He didn’t have any traces of mana in him, but the well-trained muscles on his body were proof that he hadn’t lived his life eating from a silver spoon.
    

    
      “No. Have them stay on standby here.”
    

    
      
        Kerchunk.
      
    

    
      “Master, it will be dangerous on your own.”
    

    
      I smiled at the man who was worrying about me.
    

    
      “Have a nice nap here. Sleeping.”
    

    
      My abilities could not be shown even to employees of the Magician Group. I used a spell to casually put Michael to sleep.
    

    
      “Invisibility!”
    

    
      Another spell incantation followed directly afterwards. There was a brief flash of magic at one side of the steadily darkening harbor. But that was the only sign of what was to come before my body became completely transparent.
    

    
      ‘Chang Li, I hope you know you’ll be shitting blood today.’
    

    
      Chang Li, the man who took out his resentment towards Master on me. In the name of the Kang family, I could never forgive him.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “This year, our Shanghai black society was able to produce twice the results of last year. We raked in the ownerless money scattered in the real estate boom into trustworthy companies. Our members have also expanded from 1,100 to nearly 2,000 people, and we are also paying special attention to various high-ranking government officials, including the Secretary General. In addition, we intend to pay 100,000,000 yuan (~$15,000,000) in syndicate dues this year.”
    

    
      The leader of the Shanghai black society, Boss Tang Jinping, concluded his brief report of the company affairs with an air of pride. Their economic power was even greater than mainland Beijing’s. With that increase in power, followed an exponential increase in the gangs’ profit.
    

    
      “Well done, Boss Tang Jinping.”
    

    
      One of the three Dragon Heads leading the Triad, Chang Li, directed a satisfied smile at the proudly reporting Tang Jinping. The Triad was descended from the Heaven and Earth Society that flew the banner of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom that rebelled against the Qing dynasty. Because new gangs on the Asian continent considered it an honor to become a part of the Triad and its long-standing history, most of the mainland gangs registered as members of the Triad within the last twenty years. The syndicate held one or two meetings every year, and paying their dues while bragging about their achievements was considered the ultimate bliss.
    

    
      ‘These fucking morons.’
    

    
      With the Shanghai black society, the reports for the last year were concluded. The 100 or so bosses of each organization gathered here paid a total of 5 billion yuan simply in dues. It was a tremendous amount of money for regular folk, but it wasn’t much money for these movers of China’s underground world.
    

    
      However, more important than money was the harmony between the organizations. The Triad used them to extract as much profit for itself as possible. A few crime-groups disappear every year, no matter their size, and in ten years, at least half of the people here would either betray the syndicate or be arrested by the authorities. However, the Triad’s roots weren’t shaken so easily.
    

    
      “No matter the job, please leave it to us. Our Shanghai black society will follow the Triad’s orders with our very lives.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Boss Tang.”
    

    
      Even among the three Dragon Heads leading the Triad, Chang Li had ascended to the highest position. The other two Dragon Heads simply sat quietly next to him, overpowered.
    

    
      “In the future, the world will come under the rule of our Great China, like it was with the Yuan dynasty that once ruled the world. And then, the Earth’s underworld will come into the hands of us brothers, who will form the foundation of all places shadowed in darkness. Keep that in mind and continue to support your brothers both materially and morally in the expansion of our influence carried out using the Chinatowns being constructed or have already been constructed all over the world, including Korea, Japan, and Southeast Asia.”
    

    
      The gangs were not as stupid as before. As descendants of the Heaven and Earth Society that survived for hundreds of years under the banner of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, the Triad was metastasizing like a cancer in the dark shadows of the world.
    

    
      “A simple banquet has been prepared for after the meeting. Let us drink and enjoy ourselves as much as we want for just one day before working hard for another year.”
    

    
      The meeting was wrapping up nicely. Chang Li called it a simple banquet, but the banquet today was being serviced by female celebrities who were called the pearls of Asia. Not only that, but all sorts of things were prepared within the cruise ship for their pleasure. This banquet was so addicting that the bosses regularly proposed having the meetings on a quarterly basis.
    

    
      ‘Things wrapped up nicely. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      Chang Li felt the uneasiness that had plagued him ever since his glass shattered prior to coming here dissipate without a trace.
    

    
      “Well then, let us conclude the meeting here. If any bosses have complaints or objections to the meeting, please bring them up now.”
    

    
      It was just a formality for concluding the meeting. The number of people who issued any complaints so far could be counted on one hand, and those people would soon silently disappear within the year. Chang Li swept his eyes through the conference room with a content smile. Not a single person raised an objection, and most of them looked as though they wanted to hurry and get to the banquet of pleasure.
    

    
      “In that case, I hereby ad—”
    

    
      “Hold it! I have an objection.”
    

    
      “....!!”
    

    
      A loud voice interrupted Chang Li before he could adjourn the meeting. The conference room instantly tensed. The bosses whipped their heads around, looking for the brazen man who destroyed the mood.
    

    
      “Who has an objection to raise?” Chang Li said, his voice low and his face hard.
    

    
      The faces of the bosses instantly grew stiff. Chang Li, the Rabid Dog of Murder, the true master of the Triad, was known to have once beat dozens of rebelling members to death on his own. He was vicious and strong. The palpable bloodthirst he was exuding pricked their skin.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The conference room was pin-drop silent. No one opened their mouths.
    

    
      “Are you playing a joke with me right now?”
    

    
      Chang Li’s anger was as cold as his expression. He glanced at the bosses, his gaze sharp.
    

    
      The same voice rang out again. “Do you think this is a joke? You little wuss.”
    

    
      “WHO IS IT! WHO DARES!”
    

    
      Unable to suppress his nasty temperament, Chang Li jumped out of his leather chair with a furious shout. But not a single person stepped forward. In fact, he couldn’t even figure out where the voice was coming from.
    

    
      “Kneel, fucker!”
    

    
      
        Bam! Craaash.
      
    

    
      “Gugh…!”
    

    
      Chang Li felt a heavy impact strike the back of his head, instantly sending him skidding across the ground. The moment he was sent flying with a scream, Chang Li pulled out the sword at his bosom.
    

    
      “Wh-Who is it?!”
    

    
      The shocked bosses hurried to their feet, drawing the weapons they were carrying.
    

    
      “Puhahaha! What do you think you can do with a sashimi knife like that?”
    

    
      The invisible enemy laughed and clapped with mirth in front of the bosses controlling the continent of Asia.
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      “Wh-What the hell?!”
    

    
      Someone suddenly appeared, calmly relaxing on the black leather chair Chang Li had been sitting on. The youth who didn’t even look like he was in his twenties yet was scornfully gazing at the continent’s gang bosses without a hint of fear.
    

    
      And then, he dropped a bombshell statement. “Goodness, you dogs sure are noisy.”
    

    
      With authentic mainland Beijing pronunciation, the crazy bastard cursed the bosses as dogs.
    

    
      “KILL HIM!”
    

    
      “THIS BASTARD!”
    

    
      The man had taken Chang Li’s seat without the Triad Dragon Heads next to him noticing. The nearby bosses came charging in with hand axes and all sorts of deadly weapons, including fileting knives.
    

    
      “Looks like you bastards are seeking an early death,” echoed the man’s cold voice in their ears.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      A flash of blinding light suddenly filled the room, so bright that all of the people running in found themselves closing their eyes.
    

    
      
        Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-bam!
      
    

    
      “GAAAAAGH!”
    

    
      “Gugh!”
    

    
      A series of heavy impacts and piercing screams followed. Once the eyes recovered from the flash, the bosses hastened to figure out what was happening.
    

    
      “What…!”
    

    
      “H-How can that be…!”
    

    
      Their jaws dropped open. In the blink of an eye, the five bosses who had charged the crazy intruder were laying on the ground, their bodies so broken that they couldn’t even move properly.
    

    
      “Y-You are…!”
    

    
      After getting up and seeing the familiar face of the intruder, Chang Li shouted in alarm.
    

    
      

      

    

    
      ‘How is he here?!’
    

    
      Everything had happened so suddenly, so Chang Li had a hard time getting his bearings. But because he had overcome countless crises over the decades, he was able to collect his wits.
    

    
      ‘M-Magic.’
    

    
      The answer was clear. The area surrounding the cruise ship docked in the Victoria Harbour was being guarded by about 500 heavily armed syndicate members. The Chinese military commander and the head of public security, as well as most of the high-ranking men in power had received bribes from the Triad and were secretly standing guard in the vicinity. But the disciple of the crazy old man had snuck in like a ghost. That meant magic was involved, and the man was a mage capable of advanced magic like Invisibility.
    

    
      ‘I should have ended his life once and for all back then.’
    

    
      As Chang Li ground his teeth and lamented his failure to kill this man named Kang Hyuk when he had the chance, he felt his heart race. If Kang Hyuk really was an upper circle mage, none of the goons here would be of any help.
    

    
      ‘I’ll retreat.’
    

    
      He made his decision quickly. It was cowardly, but he couldn’t die here to that bastard.
    

    
      “He’s only one person! Everyone, attack!”
    

    
      Chang Li gave an order to the bosses who were trembling in fear at the bastard’s skills like idiots. Then, he poured mana into the dagger in his hand and hurled it before racing towards the exit, trusting the keen sense of danger that had brought him to his current position.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘You laughable fool.’
    

    
      Chang Li quickly realized his place and turned to flee. But that was just his own fanciful dream.
    

    
      “Lock!”
    

    
      I casually cast an incantation on the door, which was already rigged with Silence.
    

    
      
        Zing!
      
    

    
      The two doors leading into the conference room flashed with blue light.
    

    
      
        Clink!
      
    

    
      The mana-imbued knife Chang Li had tossed fell powerlessly to the ground after colliding with my Auto Shield.
    

    
      
        Kerchunk.
      
    

    
      In the meantime, Chang Li reached the doors and was straining to open them.
    

    
      “My friends, just look at that guy. He ordered you to attack before running away to save his own skin.”
    

    
      The bosses all turned in unison to stare at Chang Li, who was going red in the face trying to open the doors.
    

    
      “Th-That is…”
    

    
      Stopping his futile effort and turning his head at my words, Chang Li’s face quickly blanched under the looks of doubt and rage piercing him.
    

    
      “Wow, what a completely rotten egg. How could he abandon his brothers, who live and die by loyalty, and try to run away on his own? If it were me, I wouldn’t be satisfied even after hitting him a hundred thousand times.”
    

    
      Sitting on the leather chair, I gently turned the bosses and Chang Li against each other. With every word I spoke, the looks the bosses directed at Chang Li became more and more menacing.
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      Just then, the elderly Triad boss sitting in the leather chair next to me asked me to identify myself.
    

    
      “Me? An emperor. The Emperor of the Great Nerman Empire.” I calmly told him the truth.
    

    
      “I don’t know how you came in here… but I’ll have to kill you.”
    

    
      Unlike Chang Li, these two old men still hadn’t realized their place.
    

    
      ‘Well whaddya know? I can feel mana.’
    

    
      The two old men flanking me got up, their eyes fixed on me. I sensed low-ranking knight level mana from their bodies.
    

    
      “That so? Then give it a shot. Here, get me right here.”
    

    
      I got up, pulling up my clothes to bare my beautifully muscled lower abdomen, where the silvery scar Chang Li had left was still faintly visible.
    

    
      “Crazy bastard.”
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      A white-haired, short old man standing about three meters away came at me, swinging his 20 cm blade.
    

    
      ‘You’re the crazy one. Huhuhu.’
    

    
      This gangster dog was fearlessly running at a 9th Circle archmage.
    

    
      
        Claaang!
      
    

    
      The clang of steel rang out, accompanied by the man’s shocked cry.
    

    
      “You done?”
    

    
      His eyes filled with fear.
    

    
      “My turn.”
    

    
      My lips curled into a wide smile, and my fist went straight for the face of the gangster who was still frozen in a stabbing position in front of me.
    

    
      
        Pow!
      
    

    
      His jaw caved in as he fell over with a strangled scream.
    

    
      
        Swish! CRACK!
      
    

    
      And then, my right leg shot out, landing on his chin.
    

    
      The man flew a good 5 meters before smashing into the wall and slumping to the ground. There was neither scream nor movement from him. But I didn’t feel a shred of pity for him. Excising these human parasites would pose no problems for the world. In fact, killing them would be helpful for world peace and the unification of Korea (though that was a stretch).
    

    
      “Well then, shall we begin? The game to see which of you dogs can last the longest.”
    

    
      
        Crack crack.
      
    

    
      As people who made a living with their fists, everyone here knew that I was someone they were absolutely helpless towards. The way their faces darkened was quite a scene to witness.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzt. Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-bam.
      
    

    
      “GAAAAAGH!”
    

    
      “AAAAAAAAAAAGHH!”
    

    
      Chaos was reigning inside the conference room, but there was no sign of human life outside the door.
    

    
      “Nnghhh…”
    

    
      As he watched all 100 plus bosses be taken down by magic, Chang Li was on the verge of going mad. Like a real disciple of that insane old man, Kang Hyuk had zero mercy. Getting blown to pieces by Magic Missile was actually something to rejoice over. Some took a Wind Spear to their bellies and vomited blood and food they’d eaten several days past, some were struck by Air Ball and their faces swelled like balloons, and some were hit by lightning magic and convulsed for minutes on end before falling unconscious, frothing at the mouth. Not a single person was unharmed from the bastard’s attacks.
    

    
      After a dizzying round of sizzling, electrifying, and beating, the conference room fell silent. The smell of burning meat filled the room.
    

    
      “Clear.”
    

    
      That led Kang Hyuk to purify the air with a carefree Clear.
    

    
      ‘H-He’s an upper-circle mage.’
    

    
      Chang Li was at the 4th Circle, but he only knew spells up to the 3rd Circle. He was unable to get a single inkling of how high this Kang Hyuk had ascended. His only thought was that he was extremely unlikely to survive the day and see the sun rise again tomorrow.
    

    
      “You assholes, fucking around like you’re all that when you’re all weak as fuck.” The inscrutable youth dusted off his hands, his mouth as coarse as ever despite the good-natured smile on his lips. “Looks like it’s just the two of us now, Brother.”
    

    
      Chang Li trembled uncontrollably. He had killed more than a few people in his life, but this man’s viciousness and ease of killing was leagues above him. In every single aspect, Chang Li was no match for him.
    

    
      
        Thump.
      
    

    
      “S-Spare me! No, p-please spare me, sir! If you forgive me just this once, I will never do anything bad ever again! Sir! Please find it in your heart to forgive the pitiful me!”
    

    
      Strength was not the only tool he used in his journey to reach the top of the Triad. When his opponent was strong, he acted subservient enough to lick the other’s feet. When he begged to be spared by his mage master in the past, he kowtowed so heavily that his forehead cracked and bled. This wasn’t his first time, so he had no reservations in kneeling. He only felt the desire to survive this crisis and retain his life.
    

    
      “Oh, giving up already? C’mon, that’s no fun. Think back to when you put a pretty hole in my belly. A man shouldn’t kneel so easily. And to think that you’re the boss of the Big Bad Triad. Huhuhu.”
    

    
      Chang Li had lowered his head, but the bastard only continued to heckle.
    

    
      ‘Damnable bastard. I will surely get revenge for this humiliation…’ Chang Li thought, inwardly enduring the indignity.
    

    
      Kang Hyuk approached. That moment, Chang Li’s right hand closed over the pistol someone had dropped in the shadow of the table.
    

    
      ‘No matter how many circles he has…’
    

    
      Chang Li didn’t believe for a moment that Kang Hyuk would let him off. He was torn with indecision. If Kang Hyuk didn’t forgive him, all he had to do was kill the bastard.
    

    
      “Brother Chang Li, get up already. A man should take a hit standing up, at least.”
    

    
      Kang Hyuk came closer.
    

    
      ‘DIE!’
    

    
      Sweeping aside his indecision, Chang Li grabbed the pistol and pulled the trigger at the bastard’s lower belly.
    

    
      
        Bang!
      
    

    
      The gunfire rattled his eardrums, and he heard a cry.
    

    
      “Gugh!”
    

    
      “Huhuhu…” Chang Li burst into satisfied laughter upon seeing Kang Hyuk curl up, clutching his stomach. “You rookie. You dared to believe that your measly magic would—”
    

    
      The gloating words died in his throat.
    

    
      Why? Because the bastard in front of him was smiling like nothing happened even after getting hit with a bullet.
    

    
      “Kukuku. How’s my acting? I totally got ya, right?”
    

    
      As Kang Hyuk spoke, he slowly unfurled the right hand that was clutching his stomach.
    

    
      “What…!”
    

    
      To Chang Li’s shock, inside that palm was a crushed bullet.
    

    
      “And that’s it for your last-ditch effort, I suppose. Well then, let’s get started. Over the last few years, I’ve come up with 108 different kinds of magic torture just for you. Kukuku.”
    

    
      
        Clunk.
      
    

    
      The gun fell to the ground.
    

    
      And then, it began.
    

    
      The 108 kinds of magic torture the former Triad Dragon Head Chang Li could never forget even in death began with a bang.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      I stared down at the man who was no use to human society even if he lived. My final gift for him, a poison spell, pervaded his muscles and melted down the cells of all of his major locomotion muscles.
    

    
      ‘I can’t bring myself to kill him.’
    

    
      I might have killed countless enemies during battle on the Kallian Continent, but I had never killed anyone who didn’t attack me. I never had the viciousness in me to kill the completely defenseless Chang Li to begin with… For I was even more vicious.
    

    
      “This is an even more cruel punishment than death for you.”
    

    
      Because all the muscles that enabled movement were melted down, he could no longer live without someone’s assistance. He could not walk with his own two feet or raise his own two hands. He lay there drooling, having become a living vegetable. It paled in comparison to the evil he’d done, but I didn’t feel that happy looking at him.
    

    
      “Euuurgh…”
    

    
      “Ahhhhh! S-Someone save me!”
    

    
      I cast my gaze towards the trash gangsters who were wavering on the verge of life and death from my magic beating. Killing them wouldn’t make all the trash in the world instantly disappear, so I couldn’t reduce them to the same fate as Chang Li. Even without these guys, the world would continue spinning, and China’s organized crime would continue to strut around like nothing happened anyway.
    

    
      “Great Heal!”
    

    
      Large AOE heal magic descended on the conference room.
    

    
      
        Flaaaash!
      
    

    
      The yellow light symbolizing life energy flashed, healing all the prone people besides Chang Li.
    

    
      “!!”
    

    
      “Ahh…”
    

    
      Upon experiencing their first ever taste of healing magic, gasps of amazement replaced cries of agony.
    

    
      “Everyone, on your feet!”
    

    
      In the midst of those gasps, came my shout.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      They already knew all their wounds were healed, but everyone glanced uneasily at each other with no intent to get up.
    

    
      “If you don’t get up when I count to three, I’ll make it so you’ll eat for the rest of your sorry lives through a feeding tube. One… Two…”
    

    
      As soon as I finished talking, the Chinese gangsters jumped to their feet like their asses had never been splayed on the ground. From the way they dodged my eyes even after springing up, I could tell that my mental education had worked very well.
    

    
      ‘Seriously, there’s no better teaching method than a good beating.’
    

    
      There were people who would listen with respectful words between men and people who would only listen after a beating. Especially for guys like these who made a living with their fists, there was no faster training method than beating the agony into their very bones. It was a very well known fact that people who relished the pain of others were even greater wimps to their own pain.
    

    
      “Listen up. Your hyung is a little busy, so don’t show up in front of me ever again. Collect your fellow siblings holed up in places like Korea’s Chinatown while I’m being nice. If I ever hear a rumor that any gangsters are running amok, I’ll bury that organization that very day under the Great Wall of China.” 
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      No one could respond.
    

    
      “Do you have fucking stir fry noodles up your ears?! Do you understand, or do you not understand?”
    

    
      I glared at them, my voice tinged with irritation.
    

    
      “U-UNDERSTOOD!!!” they shouted, their voices loud enough to shake the conference room.
    

    
      ‘The Chinese gangsters will lay low for the time being.’
    

    
      I didn’t know how long that would last, but Korea would experience peace and quiet for a while.
    

    
      “Good, I’ll trust you this one time.” I nodded with a satisfied smile. “I’m busy, so Hyungnim is heading out first. I heard there’s some fun in store for you, so go enjoy yourselves or whatever.”
    

    
      My true objective was finished, so there was no reason to stay in the same place as these nauseating carbon dioxide breathers. I walked towards the door.
    

    
      The Lock spell automatically dispelled with a click as soon as I approached. But before I left, I turned around with a scowl.
    

    
      “I let you live and you’re not even saying goodbye, you rude little bastards…”
    

    
      The gangsters instantly bent 90 degrees at the waist and saw me off. “Dàgē! Please have a good trip!”
    

    
      “Huhuhu…”
    

    
      I opened the door and left with an evil laugh. These guys would probably be frozen in a daze for quite a while even after I left.
    

    
      I prayed in my heart that they would put a rest to increasing their area of influence and would just grow in their own countries like the parasites they were.
    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 218: Meeting Seo Yerin
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “What, that news is real? The A380 airplane that one kid was riding around is landing right now?!”
    

    
      “It’s true. I just got word from the higher ups.”
    

    
      “My god… How many years has it been?”
    

    
      There was a legend being passed down in the Incheon Airport Protocol Team about a certain kid. None of the staff members could believe that the kid who went around using the most expensive aircraft on the face of the planet as a personal plane was a Korean person just like them. But even before that rumor could be confirmed, the kid disappeared. The students who departed with him returned, but the person named Kang Hyuk didn’t, and the A380 that was parked long-term in the Incheon Airport didn’t appear again after that day.
    

    
      “Everyone, be on your best behavior. He may be young, but he is a VIP important enough that even the NIS was informed of his arrival.”
    

    
      The head of the Protocol Team, Kang Hyemi, drilled her employees. As someone who had come in contact with countless VIPs, she instinctively knew that the man named Kang Hyuk was an extremely important figure despite his young age.
    

    
      
        Ding ding ding!
      
    

    
      As the ladies of the Protocol Team chattered, the signal informing them that the plane had docked went off, upon which they straightened their uniforms and lined up at the gate entrance, a protocol used only for the highest VIPs.
    

    
      Brisk footsteps echoed from the other side of the door of Gate 9, which was used exclusively for receiving diplomatic figures. The employees of the Protocol Team wanted to look up and see who it was, but they had to keep their heads slightly bowed with their hands together at their stomachs as per the reception manual.
    

    
      
        Whirr.
      
    

    
      The electronic door slid open.
    

    
      “Welcome back from your trip abroad,” greeted the women of the Protocol Team as soon as the door opened, bowing in unison.
    

    
      “Haha, hello.”
    

    
      Kang Hyuk responded back with a bright voice pleasant to the ear. The Protocol Team ladies whipped their heads up as they had been dying to do.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    
      The women unintentionally breathed sounds of amazement. The kid they’d heard all about was nowhere to be seen—standing before them now was a man. He was wearing a black long coat, a handmade article of clothing said to be worn by the European upper ranks. Underneath the coat was a lightweight suit adorned with a simple pattern that glinted faintly with gold, another article that ordinary people could not easily acquire, along with an ivory shirt. He was 185 cm tall, had broad shoulders, and his charismatic, shoulder length black hair was tied back neatly. Even in the eyes of international airport employees who on a daily basis received countless foreigners, particularly famous people, he was dashing enough to make the celebrity considered Korea’s most handsome man cry in shame.
    

    
      “P-Please come this way.”
    

    
      Surrounded by her dazed employees, the Team Leader Kang Hyemi collected her bearings and guided Kang Hyuk.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      The man smiled gently at her ushering. The women recovered their wits following Kang Hyemi’s lead, their eyes glinting with an unwavering light.
    

    
      Their looks were full of the desire to do whatever it took to get closer to this Kang Hyuk, who was no longer a kid but a man.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      After leaving the airport lounge, I was greeted by Korea in January. The air of the homeland I had missed so dearly filled my lungs.
    

    
      ‘The mana is polluted, yeah.’
    

    
      Mixed in the air I was breathing was Earth’s mana. Unlike the mana in Kallian, it was neither clean, nor did it have a high concentration. But I still liked it. This was the mana of the planet I was born on, the planet that made it so I could exist. Just breathing it in made me happy.
    

    
      
        Ring ring ring, ring ring ring.
      
    

    
      My phone suddenly rang. It was the phone Marisol had slipped into my coat pocket, an iPhone X that was said to enjoy worldwide popularity these days.
    

    
      “Marisol, what’s up?”
    

    
      “Hoho. Hyuk, do you know the address of your house?”
    

    
      “Huh? My house? Of course I know. Why do you ask?”
    

    
      “Really? Did the previous Master tell you the address of the house your parents moved to? I didn’t report it, so… How did you know?”
    

    
      ‘What is she talking about?’
    

    
      Marisol’s doubtful query disrupted the sense of peace I’d been relishing while enjoying the air of my homeland.
    

    
      “Th-They moved?”
    

    
      “Yes, the previous Master prepared a new job for your father and a new house.”
    

    
      “What! Master did?”
    

    
      “Yes. The previous Master is more considerate than one might expect.”
    

    
      ‘Jeez, you old geezer. How come you didn’t say anything about it to me…’
    

    
      When I asked how my parents were doing, Master Bumdalf just flippantly said that they were probably doing well. Once in a blue moon, this old coot really touched the heartstrings like this.
    

    
      “Also, I highly recommend taking this opportunity to get your driver’s license. There are hundreds of sports cars from brands all over the world parked by the previous Master in each of the Group’s parking lots. Most of them have never been driven.”
    

    
      ‘Oh! My driver’s license!’
    

    
      It hadn’t even occurred to me. The realization that I was a resident of Korea finally struck me.
    

    
      “I will read out the address now. Jongno-gu Pyeongchang-dong…”
    

    
      The new address came flowing out in Korean tinged with the smooth lilt of a French accent. I quickly memorized it. I told Marisol I would make my own way around in Korea, so no one from the Magician Group was waiting to pick me up.
    

    
      “Taxi!”
    

    
      In my wallet was a hefty wad of cash and an unlimited platinum card. I set my sights on a limousine taxi that looked the most dignified out of all the airport taxis.
    

    
      ‘I don’t have Bebeto here, so maybe I should buy a helicopter?’
    

    
      All while making full use of exclusive benefits that no one in Korea could ever imagine.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Woah!”
    

    
      In front of me was one of those legendary gated neighborhoods in Pyeongchang-dong.
    

    
      “O-Oh my god, this is our house?”
    

    
      It was nothing compared to my palace on the Kallian Continent, but in Korea, this mansion—with a yard!—was a place only rich people could live in. The house I found at the address Marisol told me was large and grand enough to make most people feel intimidated at the very sight of the front gate. The wall towered a good 5 meters high, and it was made entirely of rugged high-class stones.
    

    
      “That’s right, an emperor’s main house has to be this grand, at least.”
    

    
      It still fell short of being a suitable residence for an emperor ruling over the Kallian Continent, but the house wasn’t completely off the mark. Satisfied, I pressed the doorbell next to the nameplate with my father’s name on it, Kang Chansoo.
    

    
      
        Ding dong, ding dong.
      
    

    
      The bell was cheerful and bright.
    

    
      “Who is it?”
    

    
      An unfamiliar lady’s voice came over the intercom.
    

    
      “I should be asking that, who are you?”
    

    
      “Me? Someone working in this house… We won’t buy any useless products, we’ve already found Jesus, and we don’t believe in flat earth, so if you don’t have any business here, please go away.”
    

    
      ‘Haha, this lady’s got spunk, that’s for sure.’
    

    
      She wouldn’t be able to survive with the prickly thorns that were my parents otherwise.
    

    
      “I’m the son of this household. Please open the door.”
    

    
      “What? The son of this household?”
    

    
      “Yes,” I responded firmly.
    

    
      “Goodness, I haven’t heard a word from the owners of the house about them having a son…”
    

    
      “Gugh…!”
    

    
      The woman’s suspicious reply was like a punch to my gut.
    

    
      ‘Sob sob. This is too much, don’t you think? It’s thanks to me you’re living so grandly… yet you seriously wiped me off of the family register?!’
    

    
      Tears of sadness threatened to fill my eyes. I might be a son who grew up fending for himself in the wilderness, but how could they forget their one and only flesh and blood?
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but this is really suspicious. I can’t open the door, so please wait until the owners of the house return.”
    

    
      
        Click.
      
    

    
      The connection cut off mercilessly.
    

    
      A stunned breath escaped my lips as I looked up into the clear January sky of Seoul.
    

    
      What good was being an emperor on the Kallian Continent if you were a poor bastard who couldn’t even go into their house on Earth?
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Father! Mother!!!!”
    

    
      It was late at night. I made do with instant ramen for dinner at a PC cafe and went back to my supposed house. The housemaid had gone home for the day, leaving two people who greeted me with eyes of shock.
    

    
      “Ha-Haha. Son, you’re back.”
    

    
      “O-Oh, I don’t know whose son you are, but what a truly strapping man you are. Hohoho.”
    

    
      The two greeted me with forced happiness.
    

    
      “Why did you even give birth to me?! Can you understand my feelings, as someone who cannot call his parents, his parents and his house, his house?!”
    

    
      I tearfully reproached my parents with a melodramatic way of speech.
    

    
      ‘They’re doing well, that’s great.’
    

    
      Unlike my expression, I was relieved to see that they both looked healthy.
    

    
      “Son, your words are a little offensive.”
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      An unscrupulous glint quickly replaced the shock in my father’s eyes.
    

    
      “Wj-What do you mean by that?”
    

    
      “The joy we felt after having you cannot be measured with money. Looking at how you fault us, your dear and loving parents, is making me feel a severe sense of betrayal. Because of you running away from home and your occasional immaturity, we raised you nice and strong with the fist of love according to our family creed, yet you know nothing of our feelings. This goes beyond sadness into betrayal.”
    

    
      ‘Holy moly.’
    

    
      I suddenly had the feeling that I had misstepped. On the Kallian Continent, I was an emperor who could do whatever he wanted, but this was undeniably my parents’ turf. The powerful counterattack of my dad, a male lion who had claimed this territory as his, had me at a loss for words. I had grown soft from the years away.
    

    
      “Indeed! Hmph! You go off to who knows where and come back raising such a ruckus. Can’t you see how thin and sallow we are from worrying about you? We can’t sleep properly or digest our food, no matter how delicious it is. But to think we were worrying about a brat who’s baring his teeth at his parents just because the maid didn’t open the door for him… Haah, and it’s not like we can spank you, at your age.”
    

    
      I had nothing to fear in this world, but there was exactly one person I feared. That person was my mother, who was calmly lying through her teeth about being thin despite her plump, rosy cheeks that looked as though they had been recently botoxed.
    

    
      “And Hyuk, do you know how old you are now? While you were away, the law changed, and  children now become legal adults at eighteen. You’ve already had your birthday, so you can’t be like this. I remember very clearly that we even wrote up a contract to promise each other that once you’re an adult, your parents’ house will no longer be yours. A fully grown lion must go off on their own to conquer the world.”
    

    
      ‘Ngh, it’s my loss.’
    

    
      My verbal combat prowess was still far too lacking to spar with these wily old foxes. My mother thoroughly crushed me with her LVL 100 speech skill, bringing up the contract I unknowingly signed when I was in elementary school. I really did promise them that I would go out independently into the world when I became an adult, as strong males should.
    

    
      ‘I have to bow my head.’
    

    
      After playing lord and emperor in Kallian and having to bow to no one, I briefly lost sight of my parents’ wide array of attack skills. These parents of mine could make a dragon take out its own heart and offer it with two paws with their SSR tier eloquence. The realization that I was in the wrong for reproaching such beings struck my head like a lightning bolt.
    

    
      “Hahaha! Your son has been away for so long and just thought it would be amusing to play a little joke. How could I possibly forget the kindness of my parents, who gave birth to me, raised me, and flung me—I mean, waited so lovingly for my return? Father, Mother, you know that this son of yours isn’t that kind of person, no? Also, it’s nothing much, but I have some gifts here for you…”
    

    
      I tucked my tail in a hurry, whipping out the presents Marisol had prepared. Among them was a sizable diamond ring my mother would surely take a shine to, as well as a necktie pin set encrusted with a ruby and other gems for my father.
    

    
      “Hoho, that goes without saying. Our son is a filial child.”
    

    
      Upon seeing the ring with a diamond that was easily at least 2 carats, my mother beamed at me like a flower blooming in spring as if she had never been mad.
    

    
      “Ahem ahem. Hyuk, I have always thought of you as the pillar of the future who will make our Kang family shine.”
    

    
      My father’s change in expression was in perfect step with my mother’s.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, this really isn’t an ordinary household.’
    

    
      It was amazing that they could greet their son like this after several years of being apart. They had complete faith in my survival abilities and cast me out even though I wasn’t some repeat runaway adolescent. In any other house, the parents would have put out a missing persons notice, sold their house, and gone around the world with pamphlets to find their son. But not in our house. I was their one and only son, but my parents had raised me with far too strict a hand.
    

    
      ‘Still, I became an emperor thanks to them… I’d better raise my kids like this, too.’
    

    
      I was definitely a product of my parents’ strict upbringing. I decided to raise the innumerable children I would father in the future the same way, giving them special survival training that would allow them to survive even if they were dropped off in the middle of an orc village by becoming buddy buddy with the orcs and one day becoming an orc warrior.
    

    
      ‘You reap what you sow’ was a law prescribed by God.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Kyaa, your kimchi stew is really the best, Mother!”
    

    
      “Hoho, it is, isn’t it?”
    

    
      Next to all the precious gems stuffed in my treasury and pocket dimension back on the Kallian Continent, a mere 2-carat diamond would only be suitable to adorn a sock. But that one diamond ring made my mom so happy that she even cooked me a kimchi stew. After neatly tucking away two bowls of rice, I gave her a big thumbs up, to which she responded with a beaming smile.
    

    
      ‘I finally feel like I’m back home.’
    

    
      What was home, if not the place where my loving parents were?
    

    
      “But Hyuk, do you have a girlfriend?”
    

    
      “What? A-A girlfriend?”
    

    
      I unconsciously stuttered a bit at my mom’s smiling question. My list of girlfriends lodged itself like taffy in my throat. How could I say that on the Kallian Continent, I had not just one, not just two, but so many future wives that they couldn’t be counted on both hands?
    

    
      “Yerin is your girlfriend, right? She is, isn’t she?”
    

    
      “Y-Yerin?”
    

    
      My heart dropped at the mention of Yerin, my long-forgotten first love.
    

    
      “Yeah. You hadn’t come back yet, but she came over not long ago asking if you were back.”
    

    
      “I see…”
    

    
      ‘Dummy…’
    

    
      I felt my heart ache at those words. A relationship between us was no longer possible. A Korean woman who grew up in a monogamous society could never tolerate a bunch of other women having the same ‘wife’ title as herself.
    

    
      “Get in contact with her, Hyuk. I think she really likes you. She asked us to let her know if you ever came back, and said that her phone number hasn’t changed.”
    

    
      My heart became even heavier.
    

    
      “Alright. I’ll take care of it.”
    

    
      “O-Okay…” Mom trailed off upon seeing me so suddenly grim. 
    

    
      “But Father, which company are you working at? Did you win the lottery or something?”
    

    
      Even though I already knew how they ended up here, I brought up my dad’s new job and the house to change the subject.
    

    
      “Haha. The companies abroad were all aware of your father’s skills, son. After coming back from the cruise vacation you sent us on, Herman Investments appointed me right then and there to a director position. And they even gave us this house as a bonus.”
    

    
      “Wow! Dad, you’re really amazing!”
    

    
      “Well, this is nothing…”
    

    
      “Hyuk, you have to take after your dad and become a great man too. Hohoho.”
    

    
      “Of course, I will surely become a great, capable man like Father.”
    

    
      “Hahaha. Gosh, my face is getting hot from embarrassment.”
    

    
      It had really been a long time since I felt the warmth of a harmonious family.
    

    
      ‘Master, thank you.’
    

    
      Unlike the things he said, Master Bumdalf was quite conscientious about worldly affairs. I would surely repay him for taking care of my parents for me.
      

    

    
      “Hyuk!”
    

    
      “Oh! Joong-hyun~!”
    

    
      “Wahhh, you were alive after all!”
    

    
      ‘What’s a man doing, crying like that…’
    

    
      After sleeping at home and waking up the next morning, I called my best friend, Joong-hyun. We decided to meet up right away, which led to our tearful reunion at a cafe called Modran in Sinchon.
    

    
      “What, were you hoping this Hyungnim of yours would die?”
    

    
      “Shit, man, how could you just up and disappear without a word? And it’s been 3 whole years of radio silence!”
    

    
      The conscientious Joong-hyun I knew wasn’t a good swearer, but after three years apart, the curse came easily to his lips as he grilled me.
    

    
      “Sorry. The master I met in Europe had me do special training, so I couldn’t contact you.”
    

    
      “Special training?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Don’t ask, you’ll only get hurt. I’m only telling you, but it’s top secret info protected by the state.”
    

    
      “Oh… I see.”
    

    
      Even I thought it was an immature answer, but Joong-hyun nodded seriously. My heart warmed at Joong-hyun’s trust in me. By merit of our friendship, he believed something even elementary school kids these days wouldn’t fall for.
    

    
      “What about school?”
    

    
      “Oh, you know… Just Seoul U.”
    

    
      “Seoul U? Wow! Congrats, man!”
    

    
      Most people who went to Daehan High got into the best university in Korea, Seoul University.
    

    
      “Shucks, no need for that… But what about you? Aren’t you gonna go to college?”
    

    
      “W-Well…”
    

    
      “I don’t know what you’re up to, but you still need to graduate from college, don’t you? Do your GED this year and go to university with me. With your brains, you can definitely get in.”
    

    
      These were definitely the sort of worries any kid in Korea would have, but not me. More important than Seoul U were my responsibilities to feed and protect my people as an emperor of the Kallian Continent. I just sideskirted Joong-hyun’s serious question with a grin.
    

    
      “Yerin is doing well… right?”
    

    
      I hadn’t been able to call Yerin.
    

    
      “W-Well…” Joong-hyun dithered, avoiding my gaze.
    

    
      “What? Did something happen? Is she sick?”
    

    
      I had no idea what happened over the last three years. Hearing from my parents that she had come over to our house wasn’t enough to go by, but from Joong-hyun’s expression, there was definitely a problem somewhere.
    

    
      “Yerin’s family is struggling these days. Yerin was accepted to Seoul U too, but… it seems they have no money for her enrollment.”
    

    
      “W-What did you say?”
    

    
      I’d heard that Yerin’s family operated a fairly robust mid-size company. It didn’t make sense that they lacked the enrollment money.
    

    
      “I tried calling her to have my dad help them out, but she didn’t pick up. Yesterday, my dad said that the company Yerin’s dad was running went bankrupt.”
    

    
      “Mm…” I hummed pensively.
    

    
      “Even though I heard they were doing well up until recently as an Ohsung Group subcontractor…”
    

    
      “The Ohsung Group? The same Ohsung that Hwang Sung-taek’s grandpa’s in charge of?”
    

    
      “Yeah. That Ohsung Group.”
    

    
      The mention of the Ohsung Group brought my mind to crystal clarity. Despite being run by an old codger who didn’t have any dreams, it was one of the three mega conglomerates in Korea. A subcontractor of such a huge company went bankrupt? Something was wrong.
    

    
      “What about that jerk Hwang Sung-taek? What’s he up to?”
    

    
      “He also got accepted into the business administration department.”
    

    
      “Tch.”
    

    
      I felt a wave of nausea just thinking about that rude brat, who took after his grandpa and thought that money was the answer for everything.
    

    
      “Try calling Yerin, Hyuk. She might pick up if it’s you.”
    

    
      I was worried about how much Yerin, a prideful girl, must be suffering right now.
    

    
      ‘I’ll have to look into it.’
    

    
      And I couldn’t ignore the bad feeling that took root in my heart, either. I decided to look into the Ohsung Group and the company Yerin’s dad was managing.
    

    
      “Got it. That aside, let’s go eat something good. Your bro will treat you for the first time in a while.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Of course! You have no idea, but this hyungnim of yours isn’t someone to be underestimated.”
    

    
      On the Kallian Continent, you had to be around the level of a king to have an audience with me. And even then, you could only bump your chances up to 50/50 if you brought over a carriage full of gifts.
    

    
      “Hehe, thanks. I get to eat like a king today thanks to you.”
    

    
      My friend who had always lived with a generous and kind heart, Joong-hyun, beamed at me with a good-natured, happy smile.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “So what you’re saying is, Sampung Precision, a company that produces processor pumps for the heavy chemical industry, recently went bankrupt, and that bankruptcy is related to Ohsung Heavy Industries, a subsidiary of the Ohsung Group?”
    

    
      “Yes, Master Hyuk. Did something happen?”
    

    
      “Not yet.”
    

    
      ‘As I suspected.’
    

    
      During my meal with Joong-hyun yesterday, I was able to find out the name of Yerin’s dad’s company. Then, I asked Marisol to look into any connections between Sampung Precision and the Ohsung Group, making use of the Magician Group’s worldwide information network.
    

    
      “Marisol.”
    

    
      “Yes, Hyuk.”
    

    
      “Find out everything about what kind of company the Ohsung Group is and what weaknesses it has and report it to me.”
    

    
      “Understood. The Group should already have that kind of information on the Ohsung Group on file.”
    

    
      “Okay. Please take care of it.”
    

    
      “Yes, Master Hyuk.”
    

    
      I ended the call with Marisol.
    

    
      “This bastard dares to hurt Yerin?”
    

    
      Everything else aside, my first love was the pure and lovely angel Seo Yerin. I was displeased with the Ohsung Group, who stirred up dark clouds in her future. Or rather, it was more correct to say I was displeased about the company president’s lack of dreams.
    

    
      “I can hardly call myself a man if I can’t even comfort an angel in pain.”
    

    
      Steeling myself, I took out my phone. I still clearly remembered her phone number. How could I possibly forget the number my first love gave me on a rainy day while sharing an umbrella with me?
    

    
      010-99xx-1179.
    

    
      I slowly inputted Yerin’s number.
    

    
      ‘What if she doesn’t pick up because it’s an unknown number?’
    

    
      Since she wasn’t even picking up Joong-hyun’s calls, she might not pick up unknown numbers. The number Marisol gave me was registered in Europe.
    

    
      
        Riiiiiiiiiiing, riiiiiiiiiing.
      
    

    
      I listened to the signal tone as the phone tried to connect. Even though she was a young girl, she hadn’t set any background music, and all I heard was simple beeping.
    

    
      ‘She’s not picking up.’
    

    
      What good was being a 9th Circle mage? I couldn’t teleport to someone who refused to pick up and force them to tell me why. My call to Yerin wasn’t going through. I quietly lowered the phone.
    

    
      “Hello…”
    

    
      Just then, I heard Yerin’s very low and feeble voice from the phone.
    

    
      “Y-Yerin.”
    

    
      Quickly bringing the phone to my ear, I called her name.
    

    
      “...” For a moment, there was no response. “H-Hyuk, is that you?” asked Yerin in a rush.
    

    
      “Hahaha! Seo Yerin, you haven’t forgotten my voice. It’s me, Hyuk.”
    

    
      “Hyuk!!!”
    

    
      After confirming it was me, she called out my name. The depressed and weak voice I’d heard in the beginning was gone, replaced by a joyful tone.
    

    
      “I’m back now, so I called. Yerin… I want to see you.”
    

    
      If you didn’t have confidence, you weren’t a man. I couldn’t craft a beautiful love story with Yerin since I had to return to the Kallian Continent, but I didn’t want to sit around with anxiety burning a hole in my stomach like an idiot.
    

    
      “Okay, where should we meet? Let’s meet right now. Yeah! Hyuk!”
    

    
      Despite things being rough at home, Yerin was overtaken by happiness and instantly agreed to meet at my suggestion.
    

    
      “Let’s meet… at the place where we had our first date.”
    

    
      “Got it. I just need 2 hours. See you there.”
    

    
      Yerin was full of strength as she gave me the time and hung up.
    

    
      “Whew…”
    

    
      Thankfully, Yerin picked up my call and agreed to meet me. I suddenly thought of our first date together.
    

    
      “Yerin, I don’t know how much I can be of help to you, but I’ll do my best.”
    

    
      I had enough power to dismantle the Ohsung Group if I really wanted to. But I still didn’t know the full details about their misdoings. I started changing my clothes, hiding a dagger inside my heart.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Aren’t all these people cold?’
    

    
      I was a mage who didn’t feel the cold, but even I could feel that the air was pretty damn chilly. The Marronnier Park on Daehangno was bustling with the ladies who swarmed out to enjoy their Saturday.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, there are some brave folks here.’
    

    
      Some of the women in the crowd were far and away more noticeable than the rest, both in mentality and looks. They were wearing mini-skirts even in the bitter cold. Having arrived on time by taxi, I appreciated the passing ladies’ slender legs as I waited.
    

    
      ‘...’
    

    
      While I was distracted, I felt a certain presence slowly come up behind me. When I reached the 9th Circle, everything I had experienced in the past was reimagined in the colors of mana.
    

    
      Heels clicked to a stop behind me.
    

    
      “Dummy…”
    

    
      The warmth behind me drew closer.
    

    
      ‘Yerin…’
    

    
      When we had our date here in the past, all we did was hold hands, but the woman leaned her forehead on my back.
    

    
      “You’ve been well, right…?” I asked, looking straight ahead. I couldn’t turn around—I was scared that if I did so and saw her face right now, I might accidentally end up hugging her.
    

    
      “Yeah. I’ve been well, while waiting for a dummy…”
    

    
      I could feel Yerin’s lips move on my back.
    

    
      “Yeah. That’s good then.”
    

    
      With a moment of gratitude simply for the fact that she was alive, I met my first love.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Sounds nice.”
    

    
      “I still like the jazz you played for me more.”
    

    
      We went to the same jazz cafe where I had once played piano for Yerin, Prius. The hum of the bass accompanied us as we took a seat in the back, where we could talk.
    

    
      ‘It’s just that she doesn’t have wings. She’s an angel in every other way.’
    

    
      I took in the first woman I had liked as a man, Seo Yerin. She had become more mature in the time I’d been away, but she still had her characteristic pale white skin, large eyes, and the graceful beauty of an elegant orchid. She gave off the same feeling as Aramis on the Kallian Continent. I felt my heart choke up as I looked into Yerin’s shining, easy gaze. 
    

    
      “What are you gonna do now? You’re going to school, right?” I asked, pretending not to know anything.
    

    
      “I-I should, yeah…” Yerin’s face turned bitter at my question.
    

    
      “Wow, you’re going to become a new uni student then, huh? I’m jealous. You’re going to college while a certain someone was going to hell and back,” I groused, hiding my true feelings with difficulty. “I’ll definitely get my GED this year and go to school, too.”
    

    
      “Really? Hoho, then we'll be able to go to school together, Hyuk.”
    

    
      “Of course. I may not look like it, but I’ve got a good brain, at least. I just have to learn a few English words, solve a few math problems, and memorize a few things. It’ll be a breeze.”
    

    
      “Hmph, aren’t you being a little over-confident? Mr. High School Dropout Kang Hyuk.”
    

    
      “Guh… d-dropout.”
    

    
      “Hehehe… Hehehehe.”
    

    
      Yerin the angel giggled brightly at my scowl. Her unrestrained laughter lit a bright candle in my heart. 
    

    
      ‘While I’m around, I’ll protect you. As the man who once loved you…’
    

    
      I smiled along with her. She was someone I could be happy just being next to, but also someone who made my heart ache because I couldn’t be with her. I began to think that protecting such a woman while I could was part of what it meant to be a man.
    

    
      
        Ring ring ring, ring ring ring.
      
    

    
      We were laughing together and enjoying a joyful time when Yerin’s phone rang. Upon glancing at her phone, Yerin’s face turned rock hard.
    

    
      “H-Hold on one sec…” Looking flustered, she got up and went towards the bathroom with her phone.
    

    
      ‘Hm, can’t be helped.’
    

    
      I felt something off from Yerin’s uneasy expression, so I focused on her mana.
    

    
      “Why did you call me? I’ve told you time and time again that I don’t want to hear from you!”
    

    
      She took the call in the bathroom, speaking into her phone with obvious irritation.
    

    
      “My dad is my dad, and I am me. And my parents aren’t the kinds of people who will be defeated by such dirty threats. No matter what you do, my parents won’t abandon me. You dirty, unfair, money-reliant insect!”
    

    
      Coarse words were being spat out of the pretty Yerin’s mouth.
    

    
      “Hmph! Do as you please. I can never, ever date someone like you. Hang up already! And never call me again!”
    

    
      Yerin angrily snapped her slider phone closed. I wasn’t watching, but I could hear every sound she made from the mana concentrated around her.
    

    
      “Sob, sob…”
    

    
      And then, she began to cry. I felt a part of my chest grow icy cold.
    

    
      “Hwang Sung-taek… you bastard… dirty jerk… sob sob.”
    

    
      ‘Wh-What did she say? Hwang Sung-taek?!’
    

    
      I, too, was familiar with the rude Hwang Sung-taek. He was definitely the person Yerin had been talking to just now.
    

    
      ‘You son of a bitch, how dare you covet the angel without knowing your place. You little demon bastard!’
    

    
      Rage surged within me towards the fucking rat who dared to covet someone even I couldn’t bear to love, my first love Yerin.
    

    
      ‘I’ll give you some proper mental education. I will make you realize how futile your precious money is.’
    

    
      Like his grandpa, he tried to solve everything with money. He had to be nipped in the bud. He wasn’t qualified to run a conglomerate that was a pillar of this country.
    

    
      “H-Hyuk… sorry.”
    

    
      Yerin came back after wiping her tears to try and hide the fact that she had been crying, but she couldn’t hide the redness tinging her porcelain white nose.
    

    
      “Haha, I’ll treat you today, so eat as much as you want. Let’s go somewhere nice afterwards.”
    

    
      “Okay…”
    

    
      Yerin made a pained smile at my laugh. At that moment, my hand curled into a tight fist under the table.
    

    
      ‘Hwang Sung-taek, you’re dead meat. Fuck!’
    

    

    
      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 219: Fly to the Sky
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Father, what kind of company is Ohsung?”
    

    
      It was an important matter, so I asked my dad about the Ohsung Group when he came home from work.
    

    
      “Ohsung? What do you want to know about them?” 
    

    
      I figured there was no one who knew more about Ohsung than him, a former fund manager.
    

    
      “I want to know if it’s the kind of corporation that can be left to lead Korea in the future.”
    

    
      “Mm… A difficult question.” My father fell into serious thought. “It’s a good corporation. To create a corporation able to put our humble country on the world stage… It’s not easy. When you add up the employees of Ohsung's major companies, Ohsung Electronics and Ohsung Heavy Industries, and their subcontractors, the conglomerate as a whole is providing hundreds of thousands of jobs.”
    

    
      ‘A good corporation, huh…’
    

    
      “You’re saying it’s not a respectable corporation.”
    

    
      “It may be a good company, but I can’t say it’s a great one. I can’t say exactly why, but even its current success is built by extorting profit from its subcontractors and imitating the world’s first-rate companies, so Ohsung will soon hit its limits. A company without dreams… is bound to be short-lived.”
    

    
      Ohsung was doomed to be a company without dreams. Three years ago, I asked the CEO of the Ohsung Group, Hwang Man-hyuk, what his dream was. CEO Hwang said this: he didn’t have anything as unnecessary as a dream, and that he was just fiercely living his life.
    

    
      “Ohsung appears to be merciless to its subcontractors.”
    

    
      “It is. The other conglomerates are all the same, but Ohsung’s a little worse. At first, they throw out a big piece of bait like they’re catching a fish and then slowly decrease the food. Once they’ve assimilated the useful companies into subsidiaries or sucked them dry of honey, it’s not uncommon for Ohsung to cut them off. It’s something most people involved in the industry know about.”
    

    
      “The government must know, but they’re not doing anything, are they?”
    

    
      “The government? They know. But why would they mess with Ohsung? The government’s been on Ohsung’s side for a while. I would put my bets on the government never taking action until Ohsung falls to ruin. The personal connections CEO Hwang has built up have long since been at the level where even the President has his hands tied.”
    

    
      Be it here or Kallian, they were all the same. The nobles’ power was based on the help of the major merchant groups, and those merchant groups and nobles worked together to suck the people dry and fill each others’ coffers.
    

    
      “Then what should be done with Ohsung?”
    

    
      “Ohsung? Hard to say. Ohsung’s morals are far from exemplary, but there are Korean citizens making a living because of them, so the conglomerate must continue to exist. Just not the way they currently are. They must find a CEO with a dream and a philosophy.”
    

    
      “By that, do you mean to say that a professional CEO should steer the company?”
    

    
      

    

    
      TN: A professional CEO is any CEO who is not a founder.
    

    
      

    

    
      “Oh! I’m surprised you know all this, Hyuk.”
    

    
      My father smiled proudly at me, not knowing that this was basic common sense any Korean kid knew.
    

    
      “Ohsung Electronics is a core corporation that Korea absolutely needs in the future. A professional CEO is needed to further develop Ohsung Electronics and turn it into a leading company worldwide.”
    

    
      “I understand. Thank you, Father.”
    

    
      “Haha, didn’t think I’d be having this conversation with you.”
    

    
      My father gave a hearty laugh.
    

    
      ‘CEO Hwang… The time has come for you to step down.’
    

    
      With the power in my hands, it was easy to do something about him. But I didn’t want to cause the country to decline by inciting chaos in a figurehead corporation of Korea due to my mistaken judgment. But now, everything was clear.
    

    
      The time for hesitation was over.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Marisol, have you looked into the Ohsung Group?”
    

    
      “Of course. The order came from you, after all.”
    

    
      Marisol and I sat down to talk at the Ohsung Hotel’s coffee shop. She was once again staying in Korea because of me.
    

    
      “What is the Magician Group’s assessment of the Ohsung Group?”
    

    
      “They have currently been assessed to be top rank, but they won’t last another decade.” Marisol continued giving her precise evaluation. “The Ohsung Group is made up of a total of 12 core corporations and 10 related businesses. The corporations possess stocks in the other corporations within the group, a structure that protects them from hostile merging. You can say they are following the management structure most Korean corporations have.”
    

    
      If this were the Kallian Continent, I could just wipe out any organizations I didn’t like with a single blast of magic, but not here. Doing damage to the advanced economic-political system could result in me being cursed as a traitor for all of posterity.
    

    
      “In that case, what is the most important corporation in Ohsung? There must be a core to that web of connections.”
    

    
      “Of course. We’re at that core right now.”
    

    
      “Hm? Right now? Then…”
    

    
      Marisol grinned at my surprised expression. “Yes. Ohsung Hotel is the core of the Ohsung Group. From what we have found out, the unlisted company Ohsung Hotel possesses 15% of the stocks of the group’s core business, Ohsung Electronics. That’s a slightly larger percentage than the Ohsung Group’s founding family.”
    

    
      ‘Ohsung Hotel…’
    

    
      “Other than their stake in Ohsung Electronics, Ohsung Hotel’s net worth is measured at about half a billion dollars.”
    

    
      ‘It’s gone up a lot. I heard they were at 120 million before.’
    

    
      In the past, those numbers were as far fetched as Mars and Pluto to me, but now, I didn’t feel much from hearing them. Such sums were meaningless to the Emperor of the Nerman Empire, the bedrock of the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      “Acquire Ohsung Hotel.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Put Ohsung Hotel under the group’s name within two weeks. No matter what you need to do.”
    

    
      “Hohoho, alright. That much is nothing. There are a considerable number of companies connected to our group among the Ohsung Heavy Industries stockholders possessing Ohsung Hotel shares, so it shouldn’t be a problem. If need be, please just give the word. We can also acquire the Ohsung Group as a whole.”
    

    
      Just one word, and the Magician Group would work to acquire a company that was like the age-old foundation of Korea. With Master’s insane fortune, it was possible to swallow all of the world’s conglomerates, not just the Ohsung Group.
    

    
      “Excuse me. Please allow me to refill your water.”
    

    
      While Marisol and I were talking over a glass of fruit juice, a female hotel server came to our table with a pitcher of water, intending to fill the glass of water I had emptied.
    

    
      ‘Hm? This lady is…’
    

    
      I was silently watching her refill the glass when I noticed her nametag. Lee Yun-shil. She was the manager I had promised an administration position to 3 years ago if I ever took over Ohsung Hotel.
    

    
      ‘Why is the buffet manager here?’
    

    
      She had been pretty high up three years ago, but she was now doing the job of a temporary worker.
    

    
      “Are you by any chance the buffet manager?” I asked, unable to resist my curiosity.
    

    
      “Huh? Ah! You’re the high school student from back then…!” she exclaimed in surprise upon turning to look at me.
    

    
      ‘Wow, she actually remembers me.’
    

    
      It had already been a few years, but Manager Lee Yun-shil had an astonishing memory. As expected of someone whose dream was to become the best hotelier in the world, she was no ordinary woman.
    

    
      “Haha, your memory is impressive.”
    

    
      “Hoho, how could I forget someone who promised to make me the hotel administrator?” Manager Lee laughed, revealing two tidy rows of teeth.
    

    
      “But may I ask why you are here?”
    

    
      “Pardon? W-Well…” Her mirth faded and her face grew hard. “There was some company restructuring one year ago. So… I’m just a temp, but I wanted to stay in the hotel, so I’m here.”
    

    
      She told me honestly.
    

    
      ‘She still hasn’t given up on her dream of being a hotelier.’
    

    
      If it were me, I would have kicked this place to the curb long ago, but she stayed to pour water in the hotel coffee shop, still holding onto her dream.
    

    
      “Hang on for a little longer.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Good news will come to you soon.”
    

    
      “Hoho, thank you for saying so.”
    

    
      Manager Lee Yun-shil smiled sweetly at my words before dipping her head and taking her pitcher to another table.
    

    
      “Master…” Marisol’s suggestive voice rang in my ear.
    

    
      “Wh-What?”
    

    
      “You have unusual tastes. I didn’t think you would be into older women… Did you want to acquire Ohsung Hotel to give the hotel to that lady? Wow! You’re such a passionate guy.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      I was suddenly demoted to a profligate dandy who was buying a preeminent hotel to chase an older woman.
    

    
      “I’m sad. I don’t need a hotel this big, one little resort in Bali would make me loyal to Master for life… You’ll give me a chance too, right?”
    

    
      Marisol turned her enchanting smile on me, her voice dripping with seduction.
    

    
      “Ha… Haha…”
    

    
      The only sound I could produce was a nervous, awkward laugh.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “So Yerin’s been hanging out with that loser who came back…”
    

    
      Hwang Sung-taek read the report about Seo Yerin in his hand. He had people keep tabs on everything about her. For the last three years, she had rejected him at every turn. To get revenge on her, after getting into college, he had the company her father was managing go bankrupt.
    

    
      He was still young, but the company moved to carry out the order of the crown prince who would one day become the Ohsung Group’s leader. There were more than a few companies that would disappear like that even without Hwang Sung-taek’s intervention anyway, so no one felt the slightest prickle in their conscience.
    

    
      “That low-class motherfucker should have never come back. This time… I won’t forgive him.”
    

    
      Ever since he was a kid, he had gotten everything he ever wanted. Seo Yerin was the only thing that eluded him, even though she was his one and only goal.
    

    
      “...Enjoy yourselves fully. Because this will be the last for both of you… kukuku.”
    

    
      Hwang Sung-taek, who had the evil temperament of wanting to completely destroy what he could not have, nursed in his heart a vicious sentiment that didn’t match his age. The blood of the family that had raised him was luring him into the path of violence.
      

    

    
      “H-Hyuk, what’s with this car…?”
    

    
      After our date, I chatted with Yerin pretty much every day on the phone. And today, we were meeting again for the first time in ten days.
    

    
      “I borrowed it for our date today.”
    

    
      “I-I see.”
    

    
      Though she nodded at my words, the look of shock stayed rigid on her face. Her reaction wasn’t surprising. After riding a few cars in Master’s collection, Marisol personally airlifted a few dozen more.
    

    
      The most dashing of them was the Bugatti Veyron. With its 8 liter W16 quad-turbocharged engine, it boasted a max power of 1001 PS, a 7-speed DSG shift, and 4-wheel drive. Its top speed was 407 km/h, and only 300 had been produced, making it a cream of the crop luxury sports car. In addition, it had the unique two-tone dark wine and black color that made it even more rare. When my car showed up on the road of the Marronnier Park where we always met, car enthusiasts flipped out their phones and frantically snapped pictures.
    

    
      “Get in.” I said, opening the passenger seat door like a gentleman.
    

    
      “Wow…!”
    

    
      After taking a seat, Yerin let out an exclamation. She might have attended the elite Daehan High School and lived a pretty cushy life, but a Bugatti Veyron wasn’t something she could easily encounter. The interior design was as incredible as its exterior, the mithril dashboard and real leather seats a feast for the senses.
    

    
      ‘It’s a little scary to ride as my first car after getting my license. Kukuku.’
    

    
      “But Hyuk, do you have your license?”
    

    
      “Of course. I’ve always been a law-abiding young chap who can’t live without the law.”
    

    
      “Pft!”
    

    
      Yerin snorted at my words. This girl had no idea how much precious time I wasted at a driving school to get my license, a barrier even a Kallian Continent emperor could not bypass, all for this day.
    

    
      ‘From today onwards, you can kiss your days of misfortune goodbye.’
    

    
      This wasn’t the only present I prepared for my first love, Yerin. I prepared a full bevy of gifts for the girl who had become even more slender due to losing more weight in just a few days time.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “What? C-Could you repeat what you just said?”
    

    
      “I am Director Kang Changsoo from Herman Consulting, which promotes promising mid-size corporations into worldwide companies by providing funds and various tips. I am here today to inform you that President Seo Dongman’s Sampung Precision has been selected as the core company for Herman to support.”
    

    
      “What…!”
    

    
      The betrayal of the Ohsung Heavy Industries they trusted drove Sampung Precision to bankruptcy in just one week.
    

    
      The purchasing director of Ohsung Heavy Industries promised they would buy, so Sampung took the plunge and even invested in a new facility to develop a new model of processor pump, producing several dozen expensive pumps in advance. But then, Ohsung Heavy Industries suddenly brought down a one-sided transaction suspension. While he, Seo Dongman, was still in a daze, the rumors somehow got around. Sampung’s primary bank and subcontractor CEOs all came at once to call on their debts, and within a week, his company went bankrupt.
    

    
      “Herman Consulting will provide about $50 million in support funds. Of course, they will be given with zero interest in exchange for 49% of Sampung Precision’s shares. Will you accept this offer?”
    

    
      President Seo Dongman couldn’t tell if he was dreaming or not. Their annual sales were $10 million at best, and their total debt was about $20 million, but Herman would be giving them $50 million with zero interest, and in exchange for 49% of a stock that was basically worth as much as tissue paper due to their bankruptcy.
    

    
      “Department Head Kim, President Seo seems to be in disbelief, so please show him the document and explain in detail.”
    

    
      “Yes, Director.”
    

    
      ‘To be pushed to such a state even though their technical skills are world-class… CEO Hwang, you will pay the price for the crimes you have committed.’
    

    
      An order suddenly came down from the new company Kang Chansoo had moved to, resulting in him helping Sampung Precision, a company that was on the verge of life or death due to Ohsung. He thought of the rational evaluation he had made of the Ohsung Group when his son Hyuk asked a few days ago.
    

    
      For Korea’s sake, Ohsung had to change.
    

    
      If it didn’t… it had to be forced to change. That was the only way for Korea and the Ohsung Group to survive.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Vroooooom! Vroooooooom!
      
    

    
      “H-HYUK! SLOW DOWN A BIT! PLEASE!”
    

    
      When we reached the Seohaean Expressway that had very few cars, I lightly pumped the accelerator, and the Bugatti Veyron swiftly jumped to 200 km/h.
    

    
      ‘WOOHOO!’
    

    
      The frustration from not having ridden Bebeto for a few days vanished like smoke. Yerin was terrified, but I couldn’t stop.
    

    
      ‘Don’t worry, Yerin. There’s protective magic on the car, so it’ll never break. If it comes down to it, we can just fly out.”
    

    
      I barely used magic after coming to Earth. I was determined to fully enjoy the fruits of civilization I didn’t have access to on the Kallian Continent.
    

    
      “Hyuk, there’s a speed camera over there!” squealed Yerin, pointing at the radar ahead.
    

    
      “What are you doing, Yerin? Make a V sign!”
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      Even while driving, I raised my right hand in a V.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      There was a brief flash of the camera. Others probably couldn’t see it, but as a 9th Circle mage who commanded over all mana, I easily picked it up.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, this is a diplomatic vehicle, right?’
    

    
      Master sure was capable. From what I heard, the car I was in right now was registered as a diplomatic vehicle and was free from traffic regulations.
    

    
      “Oh! Yerin, there’s a rest stop over there. Let’s go eat walnut cookies and squid.”
    

    
      “O-Okay…”
    

    
      She was still bewildered by her first ever wild ride.
    

    
      ‘Sigh, how can each and every expression of hers be so pretty?’
    

    
      The playboy inside me, this truly insatiable demon, was sighing in regret over Yerin.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Ah! The ocean…!”
    

    
      Yerin breathed a deep sigh upon seeing the ocean, the emotional pain weighing down on her visibly relaxing a little.
    

    
      “It’s nice, huh?”
    

    
      “Yeah! So these are the rumored Chaesokgang Cliffs!”
    

    
      I brought Yerin to the breakwater with the Chaesokgang Lighthouse, which I had visited a few times with my dad before moving to the capital. The Chaesokgang Cliffs weren’t that far from the countryside where my grandfather had lived.
    

    
      
        Shashaa.
      
    

    
      The fierce wintry waves struck the breakwater, foaming up.
    

    
      “I didn’t know there were such rough waves on the western sea! It’s really refreshing~!”
    

    
      Yerin stretched out both arms in front of the lighthouse, closing her eyes and taking in the cold breeze. I could tell how much emotional pain she had suffered up until now.
    

    
      “Since you say you like it… I like it too.”
    

    
      “Hoho! Hyuk, you’re a real player.”
    

    
      Her long hair flying in the wintry ocean breeze, Yerin smiled, looking like a gift sent to me by the goddess of the sea.
    

    
      Whooooosh.
    

    
      A strong gust suddenly blew over us.
    

    
      “Oh!”
    

    
      Yerin clutched me with a squeal of surprise, and I unconsciously ended up hugging her.
    

    
      “Haah…”
    

    
      In my embrace, she let out a long, sweet breath.
    

    
      
        Thump, thump.
      
    

    
      My heart began to race like crazy. I held Yerin’s slender back as if to protect her from the cold wind.
    

    
      “...I love you, Hyuk…”
    

    
      And then, drifted her confession of love along the sea breeze into my heart. I hadn’t done anything for her, but this dummy loved me anyway.
    

    
      ‘I’m sorry, Yerin…’
    

    
      I couldn’t tell her that I loved her back. I had to return to Kallian soon. I could not harbor feelings for her.
    

    
      I simply responded to her confession by holding her deep in my arms.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “I’m so full…”
    

    
      On the breakwater, Yerin gave me an unexpected confession of love. But I was unable to respond. To try and make up for it, I bought her an ocean-caught flatfish at a tasty-looking seafood restaurant.
    

    
      “The view’s great, isn’t it?”
    

    
      “Yeah… it’s pretty.”
    

    
      It had already become evening. The ocean we could see from the breakwater observatory cafe was dressed in a different kind of beauty from the day.
    

    
      “Yerin, what’s your dream?”
    

    
      It was the question I always asked people. Everyone had a different dream, but I had never seen anyone happier than those who treasured a dream.
    

    
      “To become the ideal wife… I want to become a good wife, a wise mother, and a good daughter-in-law.”
    

    
      “What? Just that?”
    

    
      “What do you mean, just that? Hyuk, you don’t know how difficult it is to live an ordinary life, do you? Think about it. To become a good wife, an unfamiliar man has to foster deep feelings for you. And to become a good mom capable of raising new leaders of the 21st century, you need to master at least two foreign languages, be smart enough to easily solve complicated math problems, and be able to make tasty food for the children’s health. And if you want to become a good daughter-in-law who doesn’t have issues with her mother-in-law on top of all that, you also have to understand how the previous generation thinks. Becoming the ideal wife is super hard, you know…”
    

    
      ‘Wh-Who knew that becoming the ideal wife was so deep.’
    

    
      I found myself speechless at Yerin’s ideal wife philosophy. It sounded like an even harder feat than feeding a hundred thousand citizens and promoting peace as the leader of an empire.
    

    
      “What about you, Hyuk? What’s your dream?”
    

    
      Even though it was midwinter, Yerin ordered ice cream and asked me about my dream with her petite cream-smudged lips.
    

    
      “I… want to become a good emperor.”
    

    
      “E-Emperor?” Yerin’s eyes grew wide. “Hahahaha. Hyuk, sometimes you say the strangest things. To suddenly bring up being an emperor… You’ve got to stop reading fantasy novels.”
    

    
      It was an honest answer, but Yerin couldn’t believe me.
    

    
      ‘The time has come to tell her the truth.’
    

    
      I didn’t want to fool her any longer. Whether she believed me or not, I had to tell her. She waited for me for the three years I was away, and even confessed her love for me. I wanted to tell the full truth to this woman who did not stop loving me despite the difficulties at home and told me that her dream was to be an ideal wife.
    

    
      “Yerin, listen very carefully to what I have to say from now on. I don’t know what you will think, but I’m telling the truth.”
    

    
      At my quiet voice, Yerin looked deep into my eyes. She gave a small nod.
    

    
      “Remember the school field trip we had in our first year?”
    

    
      “Yeah…”
    

    
      “Back then, I was actually kidnapped by an archmage from another dimension named Aidal.”
    

    
      “A-Another dimension? A world other than Earth?”
    

    
      “Yes. If you’ve read manhwa and stuff, you should be familiar with this sort of thing. I didn’t believe that there was a world like that, either. But it was real. I became that archmage’s disciple. On the day we went abroad to play at that resort, I was sent to the other dimension…”
    

    
      And so, began my story.
    

    
      I told her how I was sent to a different world called the Kallian Continent, was saved by a small village, went out into the world to broaden my knowledge and entered an imperial knight academy, got a wyvern called Bebeto and became a Skyknight, was framed by the Crown Prince and appointed to a territory called Nerman, and everything that happened afterwards until there was just a tiny flicker left on the candle on the table. Yerin listened to me with rapture, her expressions changing from shock to sadness to anger as she listened.
    

    
      “...And that’s what led to me being here today.”
    

    
      My long, long story came to an end. We came into the cafe just as the evening began, but the time had flown by and it was already late at night. We were the only guests left among the people visiting the observatory.
    

    
      “So you mean to say… that you are an emperor in a place called the Kallian Continent.”
    

    
      “Yeah… so I need to go back soon.”
    

    
      “Haaah…”
    

    
      When I had told her everything, Yerin closed her eyes with a deep sigh.
    

    
      And then, two lines of tears suddenly streamed through her long eyelashes down her cheeks. Most ordinary people would never be able to believe such a wild story, but here she was, crying. I felt my heart ache.
    

    
      “Y-You can’t just stay here, can you?” she asked, opening her eyes.
    

    
      “I have to go back. This place is important to me too, but there is more for me to do on the Kallian Continent as the emperor of the Nerman Empire. And… I like that place.”
    

    
      “Ahh…” Yerin let out a pained groan at those words. She had believed every unbelievable word I had said. “But I love you… I’ve loved you ever since I first saw you in middle school… sob.”
    

    
      She couldn’t hold back her tears.
    

    
      ‘You can’t be soft-hearted, Kang Hyuk.’
    

    
      I didn’t want her to be hurt by me anymore. A girl whose dream was to become an ideal wife didn’t need a playboy like me.
    

    
      “There are women on the Kallian Continent who love me, and I love them back. Unlike here on Earth, it’s possible for me to be with everyone I love. Yerin, I’m sorry. It’s not that I don’t like you, but I don’t want to hurt you anymore.”
    

    
      Every time the name of one of the many women I loved came up in the middle of my story, Yerin flinched. When I firmly stated that I loved them, she stared at me blankly as if at a loss for words. Her traditional values were probably in shambles from my explosive declaration.
    

    
      “I-I’ll believe you… since I trust you, Hyuk…” she said, her lashes trembling.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Yerin…”
    

    
      It was all over now. The beautiful times with my first love, Yerin, would become a memory of a different time.
    

    
      “Hyuk…” she called quietly. Her eyes were full of shimmering tears, but she was smiling.
    

    
      “Yeah…?”
    

    
      “You said you were an archmage, right? A really high one.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Then fulfill my wish.”
    

    
      “Your wish?”
    

    
      “Yeah, I suddenly came up with it just now.”
    

    
      I, a man who had committed many sins, nodded.
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      “Hoho. Thanks. Let’s go outside now then.”
    

    
      Whatever wish she had come up with seemed to have filled her with enthusiasm.
    

    
      ‘I’ll fulfill every wish you have.’
    

    
      How could I do anything less for a woman who had waited three years for me? I followed her outside.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      After paying the bill, we went outside. The strong ocean breeze made it quite chilly outside.
    

    
      “Air Shield.”
    

    
      Air Shield was perfect for allaying the cold breeze.
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      A blue opaque barrier enveloped Yerin and me at my incantation.
    

    
      “Wow! I suddenly can’t feel a single breeze!”
    

    
      Yerin clapped her hands upon seeing the circular dome that was the Air Shield. She prodded the barrier like a little kid.
    

    
      “It’s all squishy… and soft…”
    

    
      It wasn’t an Air Shield for defending against an attack, so it had a jelly-like consistency. It wasn’t just made of air, but also water element mana in the atmosphere.
    

    
      “Hug me.”
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      She suddenly went from touching the Air Shield to telling me to hug her.
    

    
      Before I could respond, she took the initiative to jump into my arms first.
    

    
      “Ever since I met you… I’ve had a dream. I’ve always wanted… to fly in that moonlit sky. In your embrace… Hyuk…”
    

    
      She, a girl who remembered me when I didn’t remember her, wanted to fly in the crescent moon night sky, a smile lighting up her face as she told me her humble dream.
    

    
      I wrapped my arms snugly around her waist.
    

    
      “Fly!”
    

    
      And then came my incantation. Our bodies floated into the air.
    

    
      “Ahh…”
    

    
      Yerin breathed a dizzied sigh at the sensation of her feet lifting off the ground.
    

    
      
        Shaaaaaaaa.
      
    

    
      The crescent moon hung over the cliffs, adorning the night sky. Yerin and I flew over the sleepless ocean, forgetting Kallian, the Earth, love, friendship, everything.
    

    
      We simply filled our hearts with this moment.
    

    
      Because no matter what anyone said, we were in tune with each others’ hearts…
    

    
      

      

      

    

  
    
      
        Chapter 220: The End for a Man without Dreams
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Vrooooom.
      
    

    
      “Heh…”
    

    
      I took Yerin home and I parked in front of my parents’ house, back from the unforgettable time I had spent with Yerin at the cliffs. But the memory lingered so vividly in my mind that there was still a smile on my lips.
    

    
      ‘Huh? What’s this I feel?’
    

    
      After parking the car, I sensed hostility nearby. It failed to reach the level of killing intent, but the tense mana I had experienced time and time again in Kallian was bristling around the house.
    

    
      ‘Well whaddya know? Who are those fellas?’
    

    
      There were a handful of hostile presences coming from a car parked at an alley in front of the house and in the vicinity.
    

    
      
        Click.
      
    

    
      I got out of the car and walked to the house like I hadn’t noticed anything.
    

    
      That was the cue for people to quickly surround me as they had been waiting to do. Their nimble movements indicated that they were all trained individuals. When I was about to press the doorbell, someone spoke.
    

    
      “Hey hey, friend.” The voice was rough. I turned around, putting on an innocent and fearful expression. “I’s afraid you’ll hafta follow us for a bit.”
    

    
      The man sporting a crew cut and a thick accent, as well as the men behind him, were obviously rough mobsters straight out of a gangster movie.
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      The heavily accented man grinned at my blank stare.
    

    
      “If ya follow us quietly, nuttin’ll happen. But if ya resist, even a ‘lil bit, we’ll beat ya up, no mercy.”
    

    
      I almost laughed at the coarse-mouthed threat.
    

    
      “Wh-Who are you people…?” I asked, putting fear in my voice. The gangsters ate up my cowed look with relish. But their satisfied faces instantly turned into scowls at what I said next. “...is that what you thought I’d ask, you fucking gangsters who pollute the good waters of society?”
    

    
      “Looks like this ‘lil brat’s balls’ve grown straight outta the sack. How dare ya insult yer elders. Tch! Ya need a beatin’ to wake the fuck up.”
    

    
      The crew cut gangster fully showed his terrible temperament by flapping his mouth.
    

    
      “Silence. Invisibility!”
    

    
      Sound-isolating and AOE invisibility magic instantly took effect.
    

    
      “...!”
    

    
      The gangsters jolted in shock at the suddenly silent surroundings and the Kallian Continent words that emerged from my mouth.
    

    
      “Ya stole the words right outta my mouth. Ya bastards who stir up shit without knowing when to ask for mercy need a few whacks.” I smiled darkly, imitating the crew cut gangster’s way of speech.
    

    
      “There’s no helpin’ it. Yer asking fer a beating.” growled the crew cut gangster, his face black. He stopped in front of me with a stormy expression. “Ya better endure, even if it hurts. This is all in the name of l—”
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “Gugh!”
    

    
      Before he could finish, my right foot went flying out, hitting the gangster right in the family jewels.
    

    
      “AHHH! AHHHH! AHHHHHH!”
    

    
      He fell to the ground, writhing to the point that I was briefly worried that I ruptured the poor things.
    

    
      “You little bastard!”
    

    
      “Hold!”
    

    
      The gangsters that approached me with furious eyes froze in place.
    

    
      “Ngh, wh-what is this?”
    

    
      They couldn’t break free no matter how hard they tried.
    

    
      “You fellows messed with the wrong person. I shall do you the honor of engraving your creed of ‘the fist is law’ deep in your bones.”
    

    
      I cracked my fists, approaching them. I could easily send them to the underworld with magic, but I couldn’t kill them because each of these pathetic bastards had parents who had painstakingly fed and clothed them. There was only one education method I could use in those parents’ stead.
    

    
      
        Schwip! Bam! Ba-ba-bam!
      
    

    
      Protecting my fist with a thin layer of mana, I proceeded to let loose jabs and straights that would send Muhammad Ali packing in tears.
    

    
      “Gugh…”
    

    
      “AHHH!”
    

    
      And so began a group hazing at the break of dawn. For the ten gangsters who picked the wrong person to mess with, it was a true taste of life that went deep into their bones.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Marisol, everything’s ready, yes?”
    

    
      “Yes, Master Hyuk. I knew this would happen and instigated the directors linked to foreign stockholders related to the Magician Group and called a Ohsung Heavy Industries special stockholders' meeting. It will take place in exactly two days, on the 25th of January.”
    

    
      “CEO Hwang was probably shocked, huh.”
    

    
      “Hoho, most likely. His blood pressure probably went up a bit when a stockholders' meeting to dismiss the president was called without his say-so.”
    

    
      Despite just being in her twenties, Marisol, an especially trusted confidant of Master, was highly knowledgeable and did her work very cleanly.
    

    
      “I’ll see you then.”
    

    
      “Yes, Master.”
    

    
      I hung up the phone call with Marisol. I didn’t know much, but she figured out exactly what I wanted and made it happen. Everything was going smoothly thanks to her.
    

    
      “Once this is over, I’ll buy her a resort in Bali.”
    

    
      It wasn’t my money anyway, and I was a big believer in people getting the rewards they deserved, so I decided to be very generous.
    

    
      “It’s about time for that baby wolf to show up….”
    

    
      During yesterday’s neighborhood ambush at dawn, the group of gangsters that had wanted to drag me to the baby wolf were completely straightened out by me. They were now lined up on their knees in front of me.
    

    
      “Oh, here he comes.”
    

    
      I was waiting with these sorry bastards at the villa of my long-awaited friend on Ganghwado Island. This was the deserted place the brat had instructed these gangsters to kidnap me to, and now, his car was pulling in.
    

    
      “Oi, I’m repeating myself here, but stop living the way you’re living now. Otherwise, I’ll make you guys crawl for the rest of your lives.”
    

    
      “Yes! Hyungnim!”
    

    
      Covered from head to toe in black and blue and missing a few teeth each, the gangster crew gave a vigorous chorus of ‘hyungnim’.
    

    
      I heard a car screech to a stop outside.
    

    
      “What are those louts doing, not coming out to greet when the Crown Prince himself has come?”
    

    
      “Ah, leave it. They can rest a little after doing their job, it’s fine.”
    

    
      I heard the unforgettable voice of the rude punk named Hwang Sung-taek, as well as the boss of these sorry gangsters.
    

    
      “I apologize. Please come inside.”
    

    
      Unpleasant sounds continued to come from outside.
    

    
      
        Step, step, kerchunk.
      
    

    
      The villa’s iron gate opened. Sprawled comfortably on the couch, I waited for the impudent little wolf who had wanted me dragged in.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Wh-What’s going on?! Why are you guys on your knees?!” shouted the gangster boss in alarm.
    

    
      The smile on Hwang Sung-taek’s face froze.
    

    
      “You’re here.” I greeted the baby wolf, still seated on the leather couch.
    

    
      “K-Kang Hyuk…”
    

    
      “Take a seat then, Hwang Sung-taek. This humble little hovel doesn’t quite deserve to be called a villa, but there should at least be a place to sit.”
    

    
      “You bastards, get up! What the hell are you doing?!”
    

    
      The gangster boss, a man in his mid-30s wearing a black suit, shouted angrily at his kneeling subordinates.
    

    
      “H-Hyungnim, hurry and sit down. One misstep and you’ll get beat to pieces by Big Hyungnim.”
    

    
      The crew cut gangster with a mouth of knocked out teeth still did him the honor of calling him hyungnim.
    

    
      “Have you gone mad? Who are you calling Big Hyungnim?”
    

    
      “Oi, you’re making my ears ring. Shut up!” I scolded the shouting gangster boss with a blast of mana.
    

    
      
        Bam! Crash!!
      
    

    
      “Gahh…!”
    

    
      The mana shock wave sent the boss rolling across the floor with a strangled scream.
    

    
      “Haha, take a seat. You son of a bitch who’s no friend of mine,” I said to the half-dazed Hwang Sung-taek, gesturing kindly to a chair.
    

    
      “Y-You think you can get away with this?! When my grandpa finds out, you’re dead meat…” he gritted with a trembling voice, bringing up his biggest backer, his grandfather.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk. A full-grown adult is still using his grandpa’s name to run rampant. Did you really get your high school diploma with such an immature brain?”
    

    
      “You little—!” Hwang Sung-taek yelled, rising quickly to my provocation.
    

    
      “Dude, if you’re rich, have your grandpa give you some cosmetic surgery and make you a little taller. What’s with your sorry figure? What’s a young guy like you doing with a beer belly? Sigh, if you’d been sent to Kallian, you would have become an orc spit roast for sure.”
    

    
      At my clicking tongue, his face turned bright red.
    

    
      “DIE, YOU SON OF A BITCH!”
    

    
      
        Fwip.
      
    

    
      His rather protruding belly jiggled as he flung a pathetic punch. I picked up the ashtray in front of me and struck him square on the forehead.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “OW!” A heavy impact was followed by Hwang Sung-taek’s scream. 
    

    
      “That ashtray sure is sturdy,” I exclaimed, admiring the sturdiness of the ashtray without a speck of concern for his injury.
    

    
      “Sob… You… I’ll kill you!”
    

    
      He still didn’t have his head on straight.
    

    
      “Yeah? I’m thinking of turning you into half a vegetable before then though, what to do?”
    

    
      He still thought I was an ordinary Korean kid. What could a wicked little wolf going wild on account of his thick purse possibly do to me, someone who had rough Kallian Continent mercenaries ducking and pissing themselves at a mere glimpse of me?
    

    
      “Well then, let’s begin, shall we? Heal!”
    

    
      
        Fwip!
      
    

    
      I healed his profusely bleeding forehead injury. And as soon as the wound disappeared, the ashtray drew another ruthless arc through the air.
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      “AHHHH!”
    

    
      The clank of the tray was followed by Hwang Sung-taek’s echoing scream. I was determined to hit him again and again, heal him whenever he was injured, and hit him once more for good measure. He was wearing the mask of a wicked human that had abandoned its humanity. Reducing this little shit to a slobbering mess for the rest of his life was a contribution to world peace.
    

    
      

    

    
      “We will now officially begin the special stockholders' meeting. Attorney Jang Byung-chul, the representative of the petitioner of this stockholders’ meeting, Genesis Companies, will announce the agenda.”
    

    
      So began the suddenly convened special stockholders' meeting of Ohsung Heavy Industries, one of the Ohsung Group’s core corporations. 6% Ohsung Heavy Industries stockholder Genesis Companies and several other major shareholders proposed dismissing the president and other directors, citing administrative incompetence.
    

    
      “My name is Jang Byung-chul.”
    

    
      Bowing his head, Attorney Jang took the stage. He began to speak while looking at his prepared documents.
    

    
      “As I am sure the esteemed stockholders here know, Ohsung Heavy Industries is Korea’s leader in the ship and energy plant industry. I think of this proposal to the dismissal of the current president, Hwang Byung-chal, as a pity. President Hwang is also a good acquaintance of mine, as well as a fellow alumnus. However, private and work matters must be kept separate. I fully agree with Genesis Companies’ assessment that this is the only way for Ohsung Heavy Industries to survive in the rapidly changing world market and maximize the stockholders’ profits. As such, I propose the dismissal of President Hwang Byung-chal and the current board of directors by reason of incompetence.”
    

    
      Attorney Jang finished his short dismissal proposal.
    

    
      “What nonsense is that! We’ve brought up our business profits to $3 billion just last year, and you call that incompetence? This is the most unreasonable dismissal proposal I’ve ever heard in my life!”
    

    
      Sitting at the seat of honor, the CEO of Ohsung Heavy Industries, Hwang Man-hyuk, flew into a rage at the proposed dismissal of his biological younger brother, President Hwang Byung-chal. It was already astonishing enough that the special stockholders' meeting was suddenly convened overnight by agreement of the major stockholders, Ohsung Heavy Industries’ outside director, and the directors appointed by the major stockholders. The completely unexpected stockholders' meeting had kept CEO Hwang Man-hyuk up the last few nights out of rage.
    

    
      “Sir, if you have something to say, please submit an official remark,” said the person overseeing the meeting, giving CEO Hwang the right to speak.
    

    
      “I’ll say my piece then.” CEO Hwang Man-hyuk rose from his seat of honor and went up to the stage. Despite being over 70 years old, his sprightly appearance made him look as energetic as a young man. “I think of this suddenly convened special stockholders' meeting as a great, great pity. As the major stockholders and representatives here know, the Ohsung Group has come this far acting solely for the profit of the shareholders. But you want to change out the competent administration by reason of incompetence? This is not a decision based on common sense. I ask that you all keep that in mind and exert your precious rights wisely.”
    

    
      Ohsung Heavy Industries was one of the cores of the Ohsung Group’s debt-equity swapping structure. If Ohsung Heavy Industries, a major stakeholder of Ohsung Hotel, were to fall under the leadership of someone outside of the family, the management rights of Ohsung Electronics, the heart of the group, would be endangered as well. That was why CEO Hwang Man-hyuk put everything else on hold for this stockholders' meeting. He glared at the stockholders.
    

    
      “I am Director Kang Chan-soo from Herman Consulting, a 3% stockholder in Ohsung Heavy Industries. I request the right to speak from the representative of today’s meeting.”
    

    
      One of the people listening to the CEO’s speech spoke up, requesting the stage.
    

    
      “Approved. If you have something to say, please go ahead.”
    

    
      CEO Hwang stepped down and Director Kang Chan-soo went up. A fund manager being appointed as the director of a worldwide consulting company was one of the shocking rumors that made waves throughout the finance circles.
    

    
      “CEO Hwang, your words are not incorrect. I do not deny that a company is a profit-based organization that exists for the rights of the stockholders. But I am up here now because my insides were boiling up while listening,” Director Kang said, staring at CEO Hwang as he sat in his seat of honor. “This is what I think a true corporation should be like: they should not empty the pockets of the poor for the sake of small, immediate profits, they should treat subcontractors and their own companies the same and do their best to seek a path of coexistence that maximizes each others’ profits and increases the competitiveness of their products, and they are wise enough to invest not for the sake of money, but for the dreams of the next generation. That is what I think of as a true corporation.”
    

    
      Director Kang’s passionate speech echoed out in the hushed meeting room.
    

    
      “But is Ohsung Heavy Industries truly a corporation that considers such coexistence? Do you think that the Ohsung Group is a corporation that advances into the future armed with such a dream?” asked Director Kang. “No. That is likely a fact that any conscious person in Korea knows. But even though they are aware, the citizens are keeping their mouths shut. Everyone is enduring in silence because they must continue to make a living, because Ohsung, though hateful, is necessary for Korea. But how long will that last? Do you think the world will allow a corporation without a dream to continue to thrive? You say Ohsung is world-class and first-rate, but the truth? The truth is that it’s just a massive shell filling its belly on the merits of other companies while failing to come up with its own unique patents or original technologies, is it not?! Ohsung must change. It is time to take the corporation to the next level with a dream and an eye for the future. And I believe today is a very important day, the first step towards achieving such a dream. Respected stockholders, will you leave Ohsung as it is for the sake of temporary profits? Please don’t. What we must make is a goose that will lay golden eggs tomorrow, the day after tomorrow, and the day after that, and so on, not just today. Therefore, I propose that we join forces now to transform Ohsung Heavy Industries from a family-run administration to a professionally-run administration, becoming an eminent corporation on the world stage that will lay golden eggs for our shareholders for a long time to come. If you can sympathize with my thoughts even a little, I ask that you, the shareholders, exercise your rights wisely.”
    

    
      Director Kang bowed on the stage after finishing his speech.
    

    
      
        Clap clap clap clap.
      
    

    
      “Here, here! It’s time to hire a professional manager for Ohsung Heavy Industries!”
    

    
      “We cannot entrust our assets to the Ohsung Group!”
    

    
      “Let us all join forces!”
    

    
      The minority shareholders cheered in agreement with Director Kang’s proposal.
    

    
      “W-We will begin the vote right away. Those of you who wish to exercise your rights, please vote by order of your shares. The vote to dismiss President Hwang Byung-chal and elect Chairman Lee Jung-gwang as the new president will begin simultaneously.”
    

    
      Inside the Ohsung Hotel conference room where the shareholders meeting was taking place, each stakeholder began to submit their votes in order.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘You’re amazing, Father!’
    

    
      As I sat in the very back with Marisol and watched the stockholders’ meeting, I applauded my father in my heart. I once thought of him as a toothless lion, but his resounding speech made me think he could still be the king of the jungle.
    

    
      “I will now announce the results.”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      Tallying the votes took about thirty minutes, since they also had to count the votes of all the minority shareholders who participated. At last, the results of the vote to dismiss the current president and appoint a new president were announced. It was a tense moment, so everyone was looking intently at the meeting overseer.
    

    
      “V-Votes against the dismissal of President Hwang Byung-chul… were 41.3%, and for the dismissal… were 57%. The rest abstained.”
    

    
      “YEAHHHHHHHHH!!”
    

    
      “Long live Ohsung Heavy Industries! Long live the Republic of Korea!”
    

    
      A cheer broke out at the announcement—there were apparently a lot of subcontractors who owned Ohsung Heavy Industry stock.
    

    
      “I hereby announce that Lee Jung-gwang has been elected as the new president of Ohsung Heavy Industries.”
    

    
      “Ngh…!”
    

    
      In stark contrast to the cheers, CEO Hwang’s face went stiff with shock. The way he seemed to age 10 years in an instant reminded me of the old duke who was once defeated by my sword.
    

    
      “Ridiculous! This vote is invalid, invalid!” screamed CEO Hwang, as if waking from a nightmare.
    

    
      But everything had proceeded legitimately. From today onwards, Ohsung Heavy Industries was no longer part of the Ohsung Group.
    

    
      “S-Sir…”
    

    
      The chief secretaries accompanying the hopping mad CEO Hwang hastily guided the elderly man to the exit, their faces paper white. They were probably afraid that any words spoken out of anger would extend the damage to other corporations that were part of the now-broken debt-equity swapping scheme.
    

    
      “I’m stepping out for a moment,” I said to Marisol, who was wearing sepia-tinted sunglasses.
    

    
      “Yes, Master.”
    

    
      I walked in the direction CEO Hwang had gone.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Secretary Lee, prepare a lawsuit at once.”
    

    
      “S-Sir.”
    

    
      “Keep your mouth shut and file a stockholders’ vote invalidation lawsuit right this instant. Throw as much money as you need at the higher ups and judges.”
    

    
      “It’s not possible, sir. The foreign major stockholders will not stand for it.”
    

    
      “Do you still not know me?! Are you telling me to just sit on my thumbs and die then?!”
    

    
      Even as he left, CEO Hwang shouted angrily. This was how he had always been. He achieved the current Ohsung Group by using money and corrupt political and judicial authority.
    

    
      “Haha, you are the same as ever. As stubborn as a mule, dead set on forcing a square into a round hole.”
    

    
      “Who are you?!”
    

    
      With none of his usual cool, CEO Hwang whipped around to the source of the sound and glared at me.
    

    
      “I hope you’ve been well. Three years ago, I saw you here. I am Daehan High’s Kang Hyuk.”
    

    
      “Kang Hyuk?”
    

    
      CEO Hwang couldn’t remember the young man who suddenly showed up here calling himself Kang Hyuk. But he could tell. He knew that what had happened in that room had something to do with the young man in front of him.
    

    
      “I say this as a last show of respect for an elder. Let go of everything and rest. That is the best thing for the country and your health.”
    

    
      “You impudent little rascal, how dare you!”
    

    
      The old man raged at me from a distance that was merely a stone’s throw if I used magic. I gave him a quiet warning in acknowledgement of his undeniable contribution to the country’s development, but he didn’t listen.
    

    
      “A person without a dream… is someone whose life is already over. From today onwards, you will need to practice letting go. Because… everything you have is borrowed from others anyway.”
    

    
      I had wanted to say these words 3 years ago, too. But back then, I didn’t have the power or qualifications to say them. It was different now. As an emperor guiding the fates of hundreds of thousands, millions of Kallian Continent people, I had the right to say this much.
    

    
      “Ngh… Your father must be that fucking Kang Chang-soo who bewitched the people just now.”
    

    
      CEO Hwang, who still didn’t get what I was saying and was huffing and puffing in rage, had an uncanny sense and realized who my father was from my name alone.
    

    
      “You really have no manners, to outright curse my father in front of me. Tsk, tsk… This is why your grandson is so uncouth.”
    

    
      There was a limit to my patience even for the elderly. A baby’s due date could be predicted, but no one could say when they would die. I directed a dark sneer at the CEO who was utterly incapable of showing the slightest respect to the living.
    

    
      “Y-You bastard!”
    

    
      “Look here, young man. Don’t you think you’re being excessive to the CEO?!”
    

    
      The chief secretary and guards around CEO Hwang moved as if to take action.
    

    
      “As people who have worked by his side, you should know better than anyone what kind of person the CEO is. You really need to reassess. No matter how hard it is to eke out a living, you should work for someone who can call himself a human.”
    

    
      No one said you couldn’t give advice because you were young. They might have started studying first, but enlightenment had no set order.
    

    
      “I’m a busy man, so I will say goodbye here. I doubt I will need to call you the CEO when we next meet. Farewell…”
    

    
      As a son from a right and proper family, I bent into a bow before turning around.
    

    
      “YOUUUUUUUUUUUU!!!!!!”
    

    
      CEO Hwang’s enraged scream echoed from behind me.
    

    
      “Huhuhu…”
    

    
      I didn’t turn around. To me, a person who couldn’t even dream of dying a peaceful death was no different from a dead man.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “Have a good trip~”
    

    
      “Oh! How impressive, son. Already going on a work trip?”
    

    
      “Father, Mother, I might be gone for a few years this time!”
    

    
      “Is that so? Hoho, I’ll look forward to your present next time then.”
    

    
      “If you’re a man, you should fish in big waters from an early age. There’s even an old saying like this: When a girl is born, send her to the cosmetic surgeon, and when a boy is born, send him traveling around the world.”
    

    
      I was amazed that my parents could utter such ridiculous drivel with zero thought or malice.
    

    
      ‘Sob, I knew it. I’m definitely a kid they picked up from the streets.’
    

    
      I had seen a picture of when my mom was pregnant with me and had a picture of the 1-year-old me in all my naked glory, but I still couldn’t believe it. How could they be so happy-go-lucky when they didn’t hear back from their one and only son for several years? And how could they beam at me like they were ridding themselves of baggage when I was leaving once again?
    

    
      “I understand. Please be mindful of your health and live happily while I’m away.”
    

    
      I, their son, could hardly taint their smiling farewells with my sadness. I bowed crisply.
    

    
      “Hyuk…” my father suddenly called out, his voice quiet.
    

    
      “Yes… Father.”
    

    
      ‘Right, my dashing father will say something, right?’
    

    
      My very special mother aside, my father was still a pretty normal person. I looked at him with glowing eyes, expecting him to express some sadness about our parting.
    

    
      My father gazed at me with eyes of regret. “While you were here…”
    

    
      ‘You don’t have to say anything. Father, I also lo—’
    

    
      “...you cost us a lot feeding you. Leave that car you’ve parked outside.”
    

    
      “That’s right. You also used a lot of water. I still feel we’re on the losing end, but well, I’ll make do with a car.”
    

    
      “...!!!”
    

    
      I was about to say I loved them in my heart, but their words shattered my dream into tiny shards.
    

    
      “Sob! Mom, Dad, you’re so cruel!”
    

    
      Their heartlessness made tears flow down my cheeks like rain. I turned.
    

    
      “Come find us even if we’ve moved somewhere else when you come back next time.”
    

    
      “And don’t forget to bring the presents!”
    

    
      They continued to hurl merciless daggers into my back.
    

    
      ‘Hmph, presents? In your dreams!’
    

    
      Emperor Kyre of the Nerman Empire, was chased out of his house while reduced to tears by his parents’ unfeeling hearts.
    

    
      ‘Even so, be well…’
    

    
      After leaving the house, I bowed again in their direction. Whether they were cruel or heartless, they were still my parents. I prayed in my heart that they would always be healthy.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      “He’s gone…”
    

    
      “Yeah…”
    

    
      “Sigh… Is it really okay for us to be this way? He’s still so young…”
    

    
      Standing at the window, the father watched his son leave, and the mother bade her son goodbye via the reflection in the father’s eyes.
    

    
      “Mr. Aidal will take good care of him, I’m sure. As he is doing now…”
    

    
      “Yes, as he should. Hyuk is the one and only 45th generation heir of the Kang family.”
    

    
      The two parents prayed for their son, who was going on a trip far away.
    

    
      All children in the world had no idea that their parents loved them ten times, a hundred times more than they believed.
    

    
      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘She’s not sending me a message to say goodbye…’
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was back at Master’s underground magic tower in Iceland. Using 9th Circle magic, I rapidly recharged the mana crystal with the mana necessary for dimensional teleportation, glancing at my phone the entire time. I was waiting for a certain text, but there was no word from Yerin. Ever since that night when we flew together over the ocean, she hadn’t contacted me.
    

    
      “Alright then, let’s go back, shall we?”
    

    
      I was now a 9th Circle archmage who could teleport between dimensions at will. Even I had to admire the great title of “21st Century Archmage”. Who else could have an experience like this?
    

    
      I changed from the clothes I was wearing on Earth into the robe I had been wearing when I left the Nerman Imperial Castle.
    

    
      ‘Even a 9th Circle mage can’t bring a single electronic with them. Such a shame, too. It’d be amazing if I could safely transport my pocket dimension.’
    

    
      That being said, I had no intent to bring over all of the 21st century’s culture to the Kallian Continent. Many things were still inconvenient and lacking, but the people of the Kallian Continent were happy with what they had. It was my wish as their emperor to use my utmost power to make it so they could retain those happy lives.
    

    
      “Guess it’s time to go…”
    

    
      Once I was back on Kallian, adjusting to the emperor mantle would keep me too busy from coming to Earth for a while. I looked around Master’s magic tower one last time, feeling a little sad.
    

    
      
        Ding.
      
    

    
      Just then, a text notification came from the clothing I had left on the table. I hurried over and picked up the phone.
    

    
      “It’s Yerin…”
    

    
      The text was made up of hearts and other various emoticons to express love.
    

    
      
        Ding.
      
    

    
      A second notification went off, accompanied by a message.
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      I’ll wait for you… Next time, be sure to take me with you. I’ve thought about it long and hard, and this world’s no fun without you, Hyuk. And be sure to give me a ride on Bebeto.
    

    
      –Your ever-loving dummy
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      I had to say farewell to the girl who had waited for me, but the memories were etched in my brain, unforgettable. But with this one text, she expressed her feelings, her feelings of understanding me and wanting to be with me.
    

    
      “Uhahahahahaahahahahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      A deep-bellied laugh burst out of me in happiness.
    

    
      There really was no denying it. I, Kang Hyuk, was truly an incorrigible playboy for the ages that even the heavens had given up on.
      

    

  
    
      
        Epilogue
      
    

    
      

    

    
      “Sigh. Can’t believe I had the coordinates off by one number. You really have to be careful when it comes to numbers, seriously.”
    

    
      I was the fool for trusting Master. When I teleported from Master’s magic tower in Iceland to the Kallian Continent, I found myself not on the magic circle within the Nerman Imperial Castle I intended, but somewhere I’d never seen or heard of in my life.
    

    
      “Where am I?”
    

    
      The environment didn’t look all that different from the Kallian Continent, but it was a little warmer and the air was very humid. This kind of climate was characteristic of the eastern continent, the home of the legendary Araktch Empire.
    

    
      
        Cla-Cla-Clang! SQUEAAAAL!
      
    

    
      As I was looking around, I heard the considerably faraway sound of clashing weapons along with the screams of dying orcs.
    

    
      “A battle?”
    

    
      There was only one thing I could do in response to the sounds of battle that came drifting along the wind over the completely unfamiliar mountains far in the distance. I knew the coordinates, so I could immediately open a Gateway to Nerman Imperial Castle, but curiosity was bubbling up deep within my heart.
    

    
      “Fly!”
    

    
      I lifted into the air and flew towards the place that had drawn my curiosity, coming upon the battle before long. Hundreds of orc warriors were attacking a carriage being protected by two knights and a platoon of soldiers.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk tsk, what can you hope to do with such skills…”
    

    
      Nerman’s knights would have been able to wipe out that many orcs with ease, but these knights were far too weak, and the ragged soldiers were of the same feather. They were definitely knights and soldiers belonging to a rural mountain territory.
    

    
      “Gaahh!”
    

    
      “G-Guard the carriage!”
    

    
      Bested in both numbers and morale, the soldiers were falling over one after another. I couldn’t just keep watching.
    

    
      “Fire Spear!”
    

    
      Still flying in the sky, I let loose an easily controllable Fire Spear.
    

    
      
        Schwiiiiiiiiiiiip. Boom! Boom!
      
    

    
      The magic flames blazed fiercely as they crashed into orc hide.
    

    
      
        SQUEAAAAAL! SQUEAAAAAAL!
      
    

    
      The sudden magic attack quickly turned the squealing orc warriors into roast pigs.
    

    
      ‘Hurry up and go home, piggos.’
    

    
      I didn’t want to tire myself with battle from my very first day of returning to Kallian, so I urged the orc horde to disperse with a look of annoyance.
    

    
      “Kugebar!!!”
    

    
      Shortly afterward, once a good hundred orcs had become magic roast pigs, the orc warriors began to retreat.
    

    
      “A-A mage has appeared!”
    

    
      “Ohhh! The gods have not abandoned the Yantre count family!”
    

    
      The knights and soldiers looked at me, the mage who easily handled the orcs, with the jubilation of supplicants whose prayers had been answered. I had experienced this sort of occurrence time and time again on the Continent, so I was unmoved even in the face of their overwhelming emotion.
    

    
      ‘What kind of count family is this? Even a baronet family would be better than this.’
    

    
      I wasn’t one to look down on people, but the people of the Yantre count household were obviously poor and poverty-stricken. I landed briefly next to the carriage in order to ask where this was.
    

    
      ‘Some noble will definitely come out of the carriage, thank me for saving their lives, and invite me to the county. Then, they’ll tell me all about the difficult circumstances of the territory and ask me to sweat blood and tears together to restore the county to its former glory.’
    

    
      Having seen it over and over, I was now familiar to death with the conduct of nobles.
    

    
      
        Clunk.
      
    

    
      The door of the carriage opened, just as I had expected. From it, appeared a pure white leather shoe and the hem of a blue dress.
    

    
      ‘Eh? A woman?’
    

    
      A noblewoman showing up was a hundred times better than a man, at least. I closed my mouth before I could ask one of the knights where exactly this was.
    

    
      
        Bzzzzt.
      
    

    
      A current born of instinct ran down my spine, telling me that this was no ordinary event.
    

    
      “Which esteemed mage has saved us undeserving souls—”
    

    
      Her voice was like morning dew sliding down lush green leaves, the beautiful trill of a mountain bird of unknown name singing to a lone wanderer. The woman’s dulcet tones enchanted me, the listener.
    

    
      “Ah!” cried the woman upon seeing me. 
    

    
      “Ah…” came a matching cry from my lips.
    

    
      ‘Sh-She’s incredible!’
    

    
      Didn’t someone once say that the world was wide and full of beauties? The woman before me could go toe to toe with Aramis, Igis, Rosiathe, and all the others. At 168 cm tall, her simple blue dress matched her lily-white skin all too well, and her clear blue eyes that seemed to hold the sky in them pulled me in, urging me to dive inside and go for a swim.
    

    
      ‘I want to protect her. Even if it means my death…’
    

    
      My heart was seized by a certain desire. Her look of loneliness and sadness instantly misled me to think that I needed to protect her, no matter what it took.
    

    
      “Thank you for saving our lives. I am Countess Claria de Yantre of the Doveth Kingdom. I wish to once again offer my great gratitude to our savior.”
    

    
      Neatly holding down the hem of her dress with her right hand, Countess Claria bowed her head.
    

    
      ‘Ngh, such a beautiful lady lived all this time with knights like these as her retinue?’
    

    
      Rage flared within me. How could the gods bear to throw beauties like her into the jaws of crisis? And then, when such world-class beauties died unnatural deaths, the gods of fate defended themselves with excuses like ‘beauty is short-lived’. I could never let that happen, not on my watch.
    

    
      “No, my lady. I merely did something any mage who knows the warm justice of mana must do as a matter of course. Please, think nothing of it.”
    

    
      My imperial manners were polished to a glossy shine. I offered the Countess my greatest manners with none of a mage’s usual discourtesy.
    

    
      “I see you are a mage of great enlightenment. If it pleases you, and if you can spare the time, I would gladly welcome you to my humble castle…”
    

    
      As expected, the beautiful countess invited me to her home. I hesitated for a moment, but that lasted all of 0.5 seconds.
    

    
      “It would be my honor. My name is Kyron. Please, just call me Ron.”
    

    
      The lies spilled out of me with unbelievable ease.
    

    
      ‘Huhu, I never promised anyone that I would return at a set time. And if I were to abandon a beautiful countess saddled with such a struggling territory… the heavens would never forgive me.’
    

    
      Even as I thought that, I looked everywhere but up. The gods in the heavens could surely see straight through my pitch-black heart. I had zero desire to invite hatred and get hit by a lightning bolt.
    

    
      ‘Kya, how nice~! This clean air, stretching out for miles. I must be a male lion on rolling meadows(?) blessed by good waters to play in after all.’
    

    
      Claria’s face reddened as she looked at me, and I, of course, met her eyes with the smile of a dashing man.
    

    
      And so, the Goddess of Destiny, Pallan, chose to play with me. Rather than play emperor with a 21st century archmage, she wanted to dream freely with me.
    

    
      I did not reject her. I, a male lion who lived and breathed freedom, would never let prey I marked slip away.
    

    
      Not until the day I give up on my sky-high dreams.
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      21st Century Archmage SERIES END
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